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CHAPTER ONE

"Rocky, would you take a | ook at this?"

"That's Capn Jones to you. Show ne in the morning." "It's sort of inmportant.”

Cirocco was at her wash basin, her face covered in soap. She groped for a towel and w ped the
greeni sh goop away. It was the only kind of soap the recyclers would eat.

She squinted at the two pictures Gaby handed her. "What is it?"

"Just the twelfth satellite of Saturn." Gaby was not entirely successful at hiding her excitenent.
"No fooling?" Crocco frowmed fromone picture to the other. "Just a lot of little black dots to
ne.
"Well, yeah. You can't see anything wi thout the conparoneter. That's it right there." She
indicated an area with her little %r

"Let's go take a | ook."

Cirocco rummaged through her |ocker and found a pea-green shipsuit that snelled as good as any of
them Mst of the handy vel cro patches were peeling.

Her roomwas at the bottom of the carousel, m dway between

| adders three and four. She followed Gaby around the curving floor, then pursued her up the

| adder.

Each rung was a little easier than the last until, at the hub, they were weightless. They pushed
off fromthe slowy rotating ring and drifted down the central corridor to the science nodul e.
SCIMOD in NASA-ese. It was kept dark to make the instrunments easier to read, and was as col ourfu
as the inside of a juke- box. Crocco liked it. Geen lights blinked and banks of television
screens hissed white noise through confetti clouds of snow Ugene Springfield and the Polo sisters
fl oated around the central holo tank. Their faces were bathed in the red gl ow

Gaby handed the plates to the conputer, punched up an image-intensifying program and indicated
the screen Cirocco should watch. The pictures were sharpened, conbined, then rapidly alternated.
Two mini scul e dots blinked, not far from each other

"There it is," Gaby said proudly. "Small proper notion, but the plates are only twenty-three hours
apart."

Gene called to them "Orbital elenents are comng in," he said. Gaby and G rocco joined him
Cirocco glanced down and saw his arm go possessively around Gaby's wai st, |ooked quickly away,
noting that the Polo sisters had seen it and were just as careful not to notice. They had al

| earned to stay out of each other's affairs.

Saturn sat in the mddle of the tank, fat and brassy. Eight blue circles were drawn around it,
each larger than the last, each in the equatorial plane of the rings. There was a sphere on each
circle, like a single pearl on a string, and beside the pearls were nanes and nunbers: Menosyne,

file:/lIF|/rah/John%20Varley/Varley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt (1 of 118) [1/15/03 7:27:02 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Iohn%20V arley/V arley,%203ohn%620-%20Titan.txt

Janus, M nas, Encel adus, Tethys, Dione, Rhea, Titan, and Hyperion. Far beyond those orbits was a
tenth one, visibly tilted. That was |apetus. Phoebe, the nmpst distant, could not be shown on the
scal e they were using.

Now another circle was drawn in. It was an eccentric ellipse, alnpbst tangent to the orbits of Rhea
and Hyperion, cutting right across the circle that represented Titan. Crocco studied it, then
strai ght ened. Looking up, she saw deep lines etched on Gaby's forehead as her fingers flew over
the keyboard. Wth each pro- gram she called up, the nunmbers on her screen changed.

"It had a very close call with Rhea about three mllion years ago," she noted. "It's safely above
Titan's orbit, though perturbations nust be a factor. It's far fromstabilized."

"Meani ng what ?" Cirocco asked.

"Captured asteroi d?" Gaby suggested, one eyebrow raised doubtfully.

"The proximity to the equatorial plane would nake that un- likely," one of the Polo sisters said.
April or August? Cirocco wondered. After eighteen nonths together she still couldn't tell them
apart.

"l was afraid you' d see that.'
ought to be |ess eccentric.”
The Pol o shrugged. ""There are ways to explain it. A catastrophic event in the recent past. It
woul d be easy to nove it."

Cirocco frowned. "Just how big is it, then?"

The Pol o- - August, she was al nbst sure it was August- |ooked at her with that calm strangely

Gaby chewed a knuckle. "Yet if it was forned with the others, it

unsettling face. "I should say about two or three kilonmeters. Possibly |ess.™

"I's that all?"

Gene grinned. "You give ne the nunbers, I'Il land on it." "What do you nean, 'Is that all'?" Gaby
said. "It couldn't have

been very nuch bigger, not to have been sighted by the Lunar scopes. W woul d have known about it
thirty years ago."

"Al'l right. But you interrupted ny bath for a damm pebble. It hardly seens worth it."

Gaby | ooked snug. "Maybe not to you, but if it was a tenth that size, 1'd still get to nane it.

Di scovering a conet or an asteroid is one thing but only a couple people each century get to nane
a noon. "

Crocco rel eased her toehold on the holo tank strut and twi sted toward the corridor entrance. just
before she I eft she glanced back at the two tiny dots still flashing on the screen overhead.

Bill's tongue had started at Crocco's toes and was now exploring her left car. She liked that. It
had been a nmenorable journey. Cirocco had | oved every centinmeter of it; sonme of the stops al ong
the way had been outrageous. Now he was worrying her earlobe with his lips and teeth, tugging
gently to turn her around. She let it happen.

He nudged her shoulder with his chin and nose to get her turning faster. She began to rotate. She
felt like a big, soft asteroid. The anal ogy pleased her. Extending it, she watched the term nator
line cram around her to bring the hills and valleys of her front into sunlight.

Cirocco |iked space, reading, and sex, not necessarily in that order. She had never been able to
satisfactorily conmbine all three, but two was not bad.

New ganes were possible in free-fall, like the one they had been playing, "no hands." They could
use feet, mouths, knees, or shoulders to position each other. One had to be gentle and careful

but with slow bites and ni ps anything could be done, and in such an interesting way.

Al'l of themcane to the hydroponics roomfromtine to tine. R ngnaster had seven private roons,
and they were as necessary as oxygen. But even Cirocco's cabin was crowded when two people were in

it, and it *as at the bottom of the carousel. It took one act of love in free-fall to nmake a bed
seemas linmting as the back scat of a Chevrolet.
"Way don't you turn this way a little?" Bill asked. "Can you give ne a good reason?”

He showed her one, and she gave hima little nore than he had asked for. Then she found herself
with a little nore than she had .asked for, but as usual, he knew what he was doi ng. She | ocked
her |l egs around his hips and |l et himdo the noving.

Bill was forty, the ol dest of the crew, and had a face domi nated by a | unpy nose and jow s that
coul d have graced a bassett hound. He was balding and his teeth were not pretty. But his body was
| ean and hard, ten years younger than his face. H s hands were neat and clean, precise in their
movenents. He was good with machi nery, but not the greasy, noisy kind. Hs tool kit would fit in
his shirt pocket, tools so tiny that G rocco wouldn't dare handl e t hem

Hi s delicate touch paid off when he made love. It was matched

by his gentle disposition. Cirocco wondered why it had taken her so long to find him

There were three nen aboard Ringmaster, and Cirocco had nade love to themall. So had Gaby
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Pl auget. It was inpossible to keep secrets when seven people lived in such a confined space. She
knew for a fact, for instance, that what the Polo sisters did behind the closed doors of their
adjoining roons was still illegal in Al abama.

They had all bounced around a |lot, especially in the early nonths of the voyage. Gene was the only
married crew nenber, and he had taken care to announce quite early that he and his w fe had an
arrangenent about such matters. Still, he had slept alone for a long tinme because the Pol os had
each other, Gaby didn't seemto care about sex at all, and G rocco had been irresistibly drawn to
Cal vin G eene.

Her persistence was such that Calvin eventually went to bed with her, not just once, but three
tinmes. It didn't get any better, so before he could sense her disappoi ntnent she had cool ed the
relationship and |l et himpursue Gaby, the wonan he had been drawn to fromthe first. Calvin was a
general surgeon trained by NASA to be conpetent as ship's biologist and ecol ogi st as well. He was
bl ack, but attached little inmportance to it, having been born and raised in O Neil One. He was

al so the only crew menber who was taller than sirocco. She didn't think that had nuch to do with
hi s appeal; she had learned early to be indifferent to a man's height, since she was taller than
nost of them She thought it was nore in his eyes, which were soft and brown and liquid. And his
smle.

Those eyes and that smile had done nothing for Gaby, just as G rocco's charns had not interested
Gene, her second choi ce.

"Mat are you smiling about?" Bill asked. "Don't you think you' re giving me enough reason?" she
countered, a little breathlessly. But the truth was she had been thinking of how anusing the four
of them nust have looked to Bill, who had stayed out of the shuffle of bodies. That seened to be

his style, to sit back and | et people sort thenselves out, then nove in when it began to be

depr essi ng.

Calvin had certainly been depressed. So had Cirocco. Wether from preoccupation with Gaby or just

i nexperience, Calvin had not been rmuch of a lover. Cirocco thought it was a little of both. He was
qui et, shy, and booki sh. Hi s records showed he had spent nmpbst of his life in school, carrying an
academc load that left little roomfor fun

Gaby just didn't care. The Science Mddul e of Ringnaster was the finest toy a girl ever had. She

| oved her work so nmuch she had joined the astronaut corps and graduated at the top of her class so
she could watch the stars without an annoyi ng at nosphere, even though she hated to travel. When
she was wor ki ng she noticed nothing else, did not think it odd that Calvin spent al nost as much
time in SCIMOD as she did, waiting for the chance to hand her a photographic plate or a lens cloth
or the keys to his heart.

Gene didn't seemto care, either. Crocco sent out signals that could have drawn her five to W if
the FCC had known about them but Gene wasn't receiving. He just grinned with that boyish, tousle-
hai red Aryan ideal face and tal ked about flying. He was to be the pilot of the Satellite Excursion
Modul e when the ship reached Saturn. Crocco liked flying, too, but there cane a tine when a woman
wanted to do sonet hing el se

But eventually Calvin and Crocco got what they had wanted. Soon after, neither wanted it anynore.
Crocco didn't know what the problemwas with Calvin and Gaby; neither of themtal ked about it,

but it was obvious that it worked only passably at best. Calvin continued to see her, but she saw
Gene, too.

Gene had apparently been waiting for Cirocco to stop chasing him As soon as she did, he began to
sidle up and breathe heavily in her ear. She didn't like that nuch, and the rest of his technique
was no better. Wien he was through meking cove, it al- npbst seenmed he expected to he thanked.
Cirocco had never been easily inpressed; Gene would have been astonished to | earn where he fell on
her scale of one to ten

Bi Il had happened al nost by acci dent-though she had since | earned that few accidents happened
around Bill. One thing led to another, and now they were about provide a pornographic
denmonstration of Newon's Third Law of Mtion, the one that used to refer to , action and
reaction.”

Cirocco had done sone calculations on the matter, and had found that the force of ejacul ation was
not nearly enough to account for the orgasnic accel eration she always observed at that nonent. The
cause was certainly spasns of the |arge nuscles of the leg, but the effect was beautiful and a
little frightening, as though they had becone big, fleshy balloons losing air, forced away from
each other at the nonment of closest approach. They would careen and carom and finally conme to
rest together again.

Bill felt it building, too. He grinned, and the hydroponic | anps made his crooked teeth

| um nescent.
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PUBI REL DI SPATCH #0056 5112125

DSV RI NGVASTER (NASA 447D, LS/ 1, HOUSTON- COPER- NI CUS GCR BASELI NE)

| ONES, Cl ROCCO, M SCOoM

FOR PARAPHRASI NG AND | MVEDI ATE RELEASE BEG NS:

Gaby has settled on Them s as the name for the new nmoon. Calvin agrees with her, though they
arrived at the name fromdifferent directions.

Gaby nentions the alleged sighting of (what woul d have been) a tenth nmoon of Saturn by WIIiam
Henry Picketing---discoverer of Phoebe, Saturn's outernost moon-in 1905. He nanmed it Them s, and
no one ever saw it again.

Calvin points out that five of the Saturnian noons are already naned after the Titans of Creek
myth (which is a special interest of his; see PUBI REL DI SPATCH #0009, 113124) and a sixth is called
Titan. Thenmis was a Titan, so Calvin's mnd is appeased. Thenis has things in comobn with the noon
Pi ckering thought he saw, but Gaby is not convinced he actually sighted it. (If he did, she would
not be listed as its discoverer. But to be fair, it seens too small and dimto be seen in even the
best Lunar scopes.)

Gaby is formulating a cataclysmc theory of Thems 'formation, the result of a collision between
Rhea and a wandering asteroid. Them s might be the remmant of that asteroid, or a chunk knocked
of f of Rhea itself.

So Thenis is proving an interesting challenge for

"--that wonderful gang of idiots you all know so well by now, the crew of the DSV Ri ngmaster."
Crocco | eaned back fromthe typer touchplate, stretched her arns over her head, and cracked her
knuckl es. "Tripe," she muttered. "Al'so bullshit."

The green letters glowed on the screen in front of her, still with no period at the bottom
It was a part of her job she always del ayed as | ong as possible, but the NASA flacks could no
| onger be ignored. Them s was an uninteresting chunk of rock, by all indications, but the

publicity departnent was desperate for sonething to hang a story on. They al so wanted hunan
interest, "personality journalism" as they called it. Cirocco tried her best, but could not bring
herself to go into the kind of detail the release witers wanted. Wich hardly nattered anyway,
since what she had just witten would be edited, re-witten, discussed in conference, and
general |y

jazzed up to "humani ze" the astronauts.

Cirocco synpathized with their goal. Few people gave a damm about the space program They felt the
nmoney could he better spent on Earth, on Luna, and at the LS colonies. Wy pour noney down the rat-
hol e of exploration when there was so nuch benefit to be derived fromthings that were established
on a businesslike basis, like Earth-orbital manufacturing? Exploration was terribly expensive, and
there was nothing at Saturn but a |ot of rock and vacuum

She was trying to think of sone fresh, new way to justify her presence on the first exploratory

m ssion in eleven years when a face appeared on her screen. It night have been April, and it m ght
have been August.

"Captain, I'msorry to disturb you."

"That's okay. | wasn't busy."
"W have sonething up here you should see.”
"Be right up."

She thought it was August. Cirocco had worked on keeping them straight since twins generally
resent being mstaken for each other. She had gradually realized that April and August didn't
care.

But April and August were not ordinary tw ns.

Their full names were April 15/02 Pol o and August 3/02 Pol o. That was what was witten on their
respective test tubes, and that is what the scientists who had been their m dw ves had put on the
birth certificates. Which had always struck Cirocco as two excellent reasons why scientists
should not be allowed to fool around with experinents that |ived and breathed and cri ed.

Their nother, Susan Pol o, had been dead for five years at the tine of their births, and. could not
protect them Nobody el se seened ready to give them any nothering, so they had only each other and
their three clone-sisters for love. August had told Crocco once that the five of themhad only
one close friend while growi ng up, and that had been a Rhesus nonkey with a souped-up brain. He
had been di ssected when the girls were seven

"I don't want to make it sound too brutal," August had said on that occasion, a night when sone

gl asses of Bill's soybean wi ne had been consuned. "Those scientists were not nonsters. A |lot of

t hem behaved like kindly aunts and uncles. W had just about anything we wanted. |I'msure a ot of
them |l oved us." She had taken another drink. "After all," she said, "we cost a |ot of npney."
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What the scientists got for their noney was five quiet, rather spooky geniuses, which is just what
they ordered. GCirocco doubted they had bargai ned for the incestuous honbsexuality, but felt they
shoul d have expected it, just as surely as the high |I.Q They were all clones of their nother-the
daughter of a third-generation Japanese-Anerican and a Filipino. Susan Polo won the Nobel prize in
physi cs and di ed young.

Crocco | ooked at August as the worman studi ed a photo on the chart table. She was exactly |ike her
fanmous nmot her as a young worman: small, with jet-black hair and a trimfigure, and dark,
expressionl ess eyes. Cirocco had never thought Oriental faces were as similar as nany Caucasi ans
found themto be, but April and August's faces gave nothing away. Their skin was the col or of
coffee with lots of cream but in the red |ight of the Science Mdul e August | ooked al nost bl ack
She gl anced at, Cirocco, showi ng nore excitenment than usual for her. Cirocco held her eye for a
noment, then | ooked down. Against a field of pinpoint stars, six tiny lights were arranged in a
perfect hexagon.

Crocco |l ooked at it for a long tinme.

"It's the dandest thing 1 ever saw on a starplate,” she conceded. "Wat is it?,

Gaby was strapped to a chair on the other side of the conpartnment, sucking coffee froma plastic
bul b.

"I't's the | atest exposure of Themis," she said. "I took it over the last hour with ny nost
sensitive equi pnent and a conmputer programto justify the rotation.”

"l guess that answers my question,” Cirocco said. "But what isit?"

Gaby waited a long tine before replying, taking another sip.

"It is possible," she said, sounding detached and dreany, "for several bodies to orbit around a
common center of gravity. Theoretically. No one's ever seen it. The configuration is called a
rosette.”

Cirocco waited patiently. When no one said anything, she snorted.

"in the mddl e of Saturn's satellite systen? For about five mnutes, maybe. The other nmoons woul d
perturb them"

"There's that," Gaby agreed.

"And how would it happen in the first place? The chances against it are trenendous."

"There's that, too."

April and Calvin had entered the room Now Cal vin | ooked up

"I'sn't anyone going to say it? This isn't a natural arrangenent.

Sonebody made this."

Gaby rubbed her forehead.

"You haven't heard it all. 1 bounced radar signals off it. They cane back telling me Thenis was
over 1300 kiloneters in diameter. Density figures all cockeyed, too, nmaking it |ess dense than
water by quite a bit. 1 thought 1 was getting screwed-up readi ngs because 1 was working at the
limts of ny equipment. Then 1 got the picture.”

"Si x bodies or one?" Cirocco asked.

"l can't tell for sure. But everything points to one." "Describe it. Wat you think you know. "
Gaby consulted her printout sheets, but obviously did not need them The figures were clear in her
nm nd.

"Them s is 1300 klicks across. That makes it Saturn's third

| argest noon, about the size of Rhea. It nust be flat black all over, except those six points.
This is by far the | owest al bedo of any body in the solar system if that interests you. It's also
the | east dense. There's a strong possibility it's hollow, and a good chance it's not spherical
Possi bly di sc-shaped, or toroidal, like a donut. Either way, it seens to turn like a plate rolling
along its edge, once every hour. That's enough spin so nothing could stay on its surface; the
centripetal force would overpower the force of gravity."

"But if it's hollow, and you were on the inside .

Crocco kept her eyes on Gaby.

"Inside, if it's hollow, it would be equivalent to a force of one- quarter gee. "

Cirocco | ooked her next question, and Gaby coul dn't neet her eyes.

"We're getting closer every day. The seeing can only get better. But | can't pronise you when |
could he sure about any of this."

Cirocco headed for the door. "I'lIl have to send what you have."

"But no theories, okay?" Gaby shouted after her. It was the first time Crocco had seen her |ess
than happy with what she'd seen through a tel escope. "At |least don't attribute themto ne."

"No theories,"” Cirocco acknow edged. "The facts ought to be plenty."
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CHAPTER TWD

| NFORVATI ONAL DI SPATCH #0931

(REPLY TO HOUSTON TRANSM SSI ON #5455, 5- 20- 25) 5-21-25

DSV RI NGVASTER (NASA 447D, L5/1, HOUSTON- COPER- NI CUS GCR BASELI NE)

JONFS, Cl ROCCO, M SCov

SECURI TY | NTERLOCK *ON* CODE PREFI X DELTADELTA BEG NS.

1. Concur your analysis of Themis as interstellar space vehicle of the generation type. Don't
forget we suggested it first.

2. Latest photo follows. Note increased resolution of bright areas. Still no luck finding docking
facilities at hub; wll keep | ooking.

3. Concur your m d-course schedul ed 5122.

4. Request updated tracking as new orbital insertion is approached, beginning 5125 and conti nui ng
until insertion comences, then upgraded. | don't care if this means shifting in another conputer
1 don't think our on-board will handle this vol ure.

5. Turnaround 5122,0400 UT, after the m d-course bum 22

WORMA' EONALENDS PERSONAL ( Cl RCULATI ON LI M TED TO RI NGVASTER M SSI ON CONTROL COMIVN- TEE) BEG NS

Re the Contact Conmittee which has been bending nmy car: 'buzz off!' | don't care WHO S on the dam
thing. |1've been get- ting contradictory instructions that sound |like they have the

force of direct orders. Maybe you don't like ny ideas of how to handle this, maybe you do. The
fact is it's going to have to be nmy show Tine-lag alone is enough to nake that necessary. You
gave me the ship and the responsibility, so 'GET OFF MY BACK!' *

ENDS

Crocco hit the ENCODE button, then TRANSM T, and | eaned back in her chair. She rubbed her eyes. A
few days ago there had been too little to do. Now she was snowed under with the status cheek to
ready Ringmaster for orbital insertion

Everyt hing was changed, and all by those six tiny points of light in Gaby's tel escope. There
seermed little sense in exploring the other Saturnian noons now. They were conmitted to an early
rendezvous with Them s

She called up the schedule of things still to be done, then the duty roster, saw it had been
rearranged again. She was to join April and Calvin outside. She hurried to the |ock

Her suit was bulky and tight. it rmurnured at her while the radio hissed quietly. it snelled
confortably like herself, and |ike hospital plastic and fresh oxygen

Ri ngnaster was an el ongated structure consisting of two main sections joined by a hollow tube
three neters in dianmeter and a hundred neters long. Structural strength for the tube was provided
by three conposite girders on the outside, each of which transnmitted the thrust of one engine to
the Iife system bal anced on top of the tube.

At the far end were the engines and a cluster of detachable fuel tanks, hidden fromsight by the
broad plate of the radiation shield which ringed the central tube like the rat guard on the
nmooring |ine of an ocean-going freighter. The other side of that shield was an unhealthy place to
be.

On the other end of the tube was the life system consisting of the science nodule, the contro
nodul e, and the carousel

Control was at the extreme front end, a cone-shaped protuberance rising fromthe big coffee can
that was SCIMOD. It had the only wi ndows on the ship, nore for tradition than practicality.

The Science Mdul e was al nost hi dden behind a thicket of instrumentation. The high-gain antenna

rose above it all, perched on the end of a long stalk and trained on Earth. There were two radar
di shes and five tel escopes, including Gaby's 120-centi nmeter Newt oni an
Just behind it was the carousel: a fat, white flywheel. It rotated slowy around the rest of the

ship, with four spokes |leading up fromthe rim

Strapped to the central stemwere other itens, including the hydroponics cylinders and the severa
components of the lander: life system tug engine, two descent stages and the ascent engine.

The | ander had been intended for exploring the Saturn nmoons, in particular |apetus and Rhea. After
Ti tan-whi ch had an atnosphere and was therefore unsuited for exploration this trip-lapetus was the
nost interesting body in the neighborhood. Until the 1980's, it had been significantly brighter in
one hem sphere, but it had changed over a twenty-year period until its al bedo was nearly uniform
Two troughs in the graph of luminosity now occurred at opposite points on its orbit. The | ander
had been designed to di scover what caused it.
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Now that trip had been scrapped in the face of the nuch nore conpelling object called Thenis

Ri ngmast er resenbl ed anot her spaceship: the fictional Discovery, the Jupiter probe fromthe
classic nmovie 2001.. A Space Odyssey. It was not surprising that it should. Both ships had been
designed fromsimlar paraneters, though one sailed only on celluloid. Cirocco was EVA to renove
the Iast of the solar reflection panels which wapped the life system of Ringmaster. The probl em
in a space vehicle is usually one of disposing of excess heat, but they were now far enough from
the sun that it paid to soak up what they could get.

She hooked a safety line around a pipe that went fromthe carousel hub to the airlock, and faced
one of the last panels. It was

silver, a neter square, nmade of two sheets of thin foil sandw ched together. She touched the
screwdriver to one corner and the device clucked as it found the slot. The counterwei ght rotated.
It gul ped the | oose screw before it could drift away.

Three nore tinmes and the panel floated away fromthe [ayer of anti-neteorite foam beneath. G rocco
held it and turned to face the sun, conducting her own informal puncture survey. Three tiny,

bright lights marked where the sheet had been hit by grains of neteoritic dust.

The panel was held rigid by wires along the edges. She bent two of these in the mddle. After the
fifth fold it was small enough to fit in the thigh pocket of her suit. She fastened the flap, then
noved to the next panel

Tinme was at a prem um Wenever possible they conbined two chores, so the end of the ship's day
found Cirocco reclining on her bunk while Calvin gave her a weekly physical and Gaby showed her
the latest picture of Thenis. The room was crowded.

"It's not a photo.," Gaby was saying. "It's, a conmputer- enhanced theoretical inmage. And it's in
infra-red, which seenms to be the best spectrum™

Crocco raised herself on one el bow, careful not to dislodge any of Calvin's el ectrodes. She
chewed on the end of the thernonmeter until he frowned at her

The print showed a fat wagon wheel surrounded by broad- based, bright red triangular areas. There
were six red areas on the inside of the wheel, but they were snaller, and square.

"The big triangles on the outside are the hottest parts," Gaby said. "I figure they're part of the
tenperature control system They soak up heat fromthe sun or bleed off the excess."

"Houston al ready decided that," Cirocco pointed out. She glanced at the tel evision camera near the
ceiling. Gound control was nmonitoring them If they thought of sonmething G rocco would hear of it
in a few hours, asleep or not.

The wheel analogy was alnost literally true, except for the heating or cooling fins Gaby had

i ndi cated. There was a hub in the center, and it had a hole which could have taken an axle if

Them s had actually been a wagon wheel. Radiating fromthe hub were six thick spokes which flared
gradual |y just before joining the outer portion of the wheel. Between each pair of spokes was one
of the bright, square areas.

"This is what's new," Gaby said. "Those squares are angled. They're what 1 originally saw, the six
points of light. They're flat, or they'd scatter a lot more light. As it is they only reflect
light to Earth if they're at just the right angle, and that's rare.”

"What kind of angle?" Cirocco - lisped. Calvin took the thernoneter out of her nouth.

"Ckay. Light cones in parallel to the axis, fromthis angle." She noved an extended finger toward
the print. "The mirrors are set to deflect the light ninety degrees, into the wheel roof." She
touched the paper with her finger, turned the finger, and indicated an area between two spokes.
"This part of the wheel is hotter than the rest, but not so hot that it could be soaking up al
the heat it gets. It's not reflecting it or absorbing it, so it's transmtting it. It's
transparent or trans- lucent. it lets nost of the light go through to whatever's underneath. Does
t hat suggest anything to you?"

Cirocco | ooked up fromher careful examination. "Wat do you nean?"

"Ckay. W know the wheel is hollow Mybe the spokes are, too. Anyway, picture the wheel. It's
like a car tire, big and fat and flat on the bottomto give nore |living space. Centrifugal force
pushes you away fromthe hub."

"l"ve got all that,"” Crocco said, slightly anused. Gaby could he so intense when expl ai ni ng
sonet hi ng.

"Right. So when you're standing on the inside of the wheel, you're either under a spoke, or under
a reflector, right?"

"Yeah? Ch, yeah. So-" "So it's always either daytime or nighttinme at any particular spot. The
spokes are rigidly attached, the reflectors don't nove, and neither can the skylights. So it has
to be that way. Permanent day or pernmanent night. Wiy do you think they'd build it that way?"
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"To answer that, we'd need to nmeet them Their needs nust he different fromours." She | ooked back
at the picture. She had to keep rem nding herself of the size of the thing. Thirteen hundred
meters in dianeter, 4000 around the outer rim The prospect of neeting the beings who built such a
thing was worrying her nore each day.

"All right. 1 can wait." Gaby was not that interested in Them is as a spacecraft. To her it was a
fascinating problemin observation

Cirocco again | ooked at the picture.

"The hub," she began, then bit her lip. That camera was still running, and she didn't want to say
anyt hing too hastily.

"What about it?"

"Well, it's the only place you could dock with the thing. The only part that's notionless."

"Not the way it is now That hole in the niddle is pretty big. The first tine you reach anything
solid, it's noving at a pretty good clip. 1 can calcul ate-"

"Never mind. It's not inportant right now The point is, only at the very dead center of rotation
could you dock with Thenmis without a great deal of trouble. 1 sure wouldn't want to try it."

"So? "

"So there nust be a conpelling reason why there's no docking facilities visible there. Sonething

i mportant enough to sacrifice that |ocation, sone reason for |leaving a big hole in the center."
"Engine," Calvin said. Grocco glanced at him got a glinpse of his brown eyes before he turned
back to his work.

"That was ny thought. A real big fusion ranscoop. The machinery is in the hub, electromagnetic
field generators to funnel the interstellar hydrogen into the center, where it gets burned.”

Gaby shrugged. "Makes sense. But what about docking?" "Well, |eaving the thing would be easy
enough. just drop out a hole in the bottomand get escape velocity for free, plus sone to foo
around with. But there ought to he sone sort of dingus that would tel escope out to the center of
rotation when the engine isn't running, to pick up scout ships. The nmain engine has to he there.
The only other way would be to space engines around the rim |1'd want three, at |east. Mre would
be better.”

She turned to face the canera. "Send nme what you can about hydrogen ramscoop engi nes,
"See if you can give ne sone idea of what to |look for if Them s has one".

"You'll have to take your shirt off," Calvin said.

Crocco reached up and switched off the camera, |eaving the sound on. Calvin thunped her back and
listened to the results while Cirocco and Gaby continued to study the picture of Themi s. They cane
up with no new insights until Gaby brought UP the matter of the cabl es.

"As far as 1 can tell, they forma circle about m dway between the hub and the rim They support
the top edges of the reflecting panels, sort of like the rigging on a sailing ship."

"What about these?" Cirocco asked, indicating the area between two of the spokes. "Any idea what
they're for?"

"Nope. There's six of them and they run m dway between the spokes fromthe hub to the rim
radially. They pass through the reflects panels, if that tells you anything."

"Not exactly. But if there's any nore of these things, nmaybe snaller ones, we should | ook for
them These cables are about- what did you say? Three kil oneters around?”

"More like five."

"Ckay. So one that's just a tiny thing-say about as big around as ringnaster-mnmight be invisible to
us for a long tine, especially if it's as black as the rest of Thems. Gene's going to be nosing
around there in the SEM |1'd hate for himto hit one."
"I"lIl get the conputer on it," Gaby said. Calvin began packing his equi pnent.
"As disgustingly healthy as usual," he said. "You people never give ne a break. If 1 don't try out
that five-million-dollar hospital how am 1 going to make them believe they got their noney's
wor t h?"
"You want ne to break sonmebody's arn®?" Cirocco suggested.
"Nah. | already did that, back in medical school."
"Broke one, or fixed it?"

Cal vin | aughed. "Appendi x. Now there's sonething I'd like to try. You don't hardly get busted
appendi xes anynore."
"You mean you' ve never taken out an appendi x? What do they teach you in nedical school these
days?"
"That if you get the theory right, the fingers will follow. W're too intellectual to get our
hands dirty." He |laughed again, and Crocco could feel the thin walls of her room shaki ng.
"I wish 1 knew when he was serious, " Gaby said.

"You want serious?" Calvin asked. "Here's sonething you m ght never have thought of. Elective

she said.
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surgery. You fol ks have one of the best surgeons around-" He paused to allow the rude noises to
die away. "One of the best surgeons there is. Does any- one take advantage of it? Not hardly. A
nose job, now that's going to cost you seven, eight thousand back home. Here you got it on the

Bl ue Cross."

Cirocco drew herself up and gave himan icy glare. "You couldn't he tal king about ne, could you?"
Calvin held out a thunb and sighted along it to Cirocco's face, squinting. "OF course, there's

ot her types of elective surgery. I"'mpretty good at all of them It was ny hobby." He noved his
thunb lower. Cirocco ained a kick at himand he ducked out the door
She was smling when she sat down. Gaby was still there, the picture tucked under her arm She

perched on the tiny folding stool beside the cot.

Cirocco rai sed one eyebrow.

"Was there sonething el se?"

Gaby | ooked away. She opened her mouth to say sonething, didn't manage to nake a sound, then

sl apped her bare thigh with her palm

"No, | guess there wasn't." She started to get up, but didn't. Crocco | ooked at her thoughtfully,
then reached up and

turned the television sound off. "Does that help any?"

Gaby shrugged. "Maybe. | would have asked you to turn it off anyway, if | could ever have started

talking. | guess |I figure it's none of ny business."

"But you felt you ought to say sonething." Cirocco waited. "Yeah, okay. It's your business how you
run this ship. I want you to know | realize that."

"Go on. | can take criticism"”

"You' ve been sleeping with Bill."

Crocco laughed quietly. " | don't ever sleep with him The bed's too snall. But | get the idea."

Crocco had hoped to put Gaby, at case, but apparently it hadn't worked. Gaby stood and paced
slow y, even though she could only go four steps before she reached the wall.

"Captain, sex is no big thing to nme." She shrugged. "I don't hate sex, but I'"'mnot all that crazy
about it, either. If | don't have sex for a day or a year, | don't even notice it. But nobst people
aren't like that. Especially nen."

"I"'mnot like that, either."

"I know. That's why | wondered how you.... just what your feelings are toward Bill."

it was Grocco's turn to pace. It was even |less satisfactory to her, since she was bigger than
Gaby and could only take three steps.

"Gaby, human interactions in confined environnents is a well-researched field. They've tried all-
mal e ships. Even all- fenale once. They've tried it with all-married crews, and with all singles.
They' ve had rul es forbidding sex, and they've had no rules at all. None of them worked well People
will get on each other's nerves, and they're going to have sex. That's why | don't tell anybody
what to do in private."

"I"'mnot trying to say that you -

"Just a minute. | said all that so you' d know |I' m not unaware of potential problens. | should bear
about specific ones."

She wai t ed.

"I't's Cene," Gaby said. "lI've been making it with both Gene and Calvin. Like 1 say, it's no big
thing for ne. I know Calvin's got this thing for ne. I'"mused to that. At hone, Id just cool him
off. Here, I fuck with himto keep him happy. It makes very little difference to nme either way.
"But |I'm fucking Gene because he.... he has this.... this pressure. You know?" She had bail ed her

hands into fists. Now she opened them and | ooked to Cirocco for understanding.

"I've had sone experience with it, yes." Crocco kept her voice even

"All right, he doesn't satisfy you. He told me that. It bothered him That kind of intensity
scares ne, nmaybe because | don't understand it. |'ve been seeing himto try to ease his tension."
Crocco pursed her |ips.

"Let ne get this straight. Are you asking me to take him off your hands?"

"No, no, I'mnot asking you anything. | told you, |'mjust nmaking you aware of the problem if you
weren't already. Wat you do about it is up to you."
Crocco nodded. "All right. I'mglad you told ne. But he's going to have to live with this. He's

stable, well-adjusted, a bit of a dominating personality, but he's got it well under control or he
woul dn't he here.™

Gaby nodded. "Watever you think best."

"One nore thing. It's no part of your duty to keep anyone fully satisfied. Any burden you feel in
that direction is self- assumed."”

"l understand that."
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"Just so you do. |I'd hate to think you thought | expected it of you. O that you expected it of

me." She searched the other woman's eyes until Gaby | ooked away, then reached over and patted her
knee.
"Besides, it'll take care of itself. W're all going to be too busy to think nuch about screw ng."

CHAPTER THREE

Froma ballistic standpoint, Them s was a ni ght mare.

No one had ever tried to orbit a toroidal body. Them s was 1300 kil oneters across and only 250
kil ometers wide. The torus was flat along the outside, and 175 kilonmeters fromtop to bottom The
density of the torus varied radically, supporting the viewthat it was conposed of a thick floor
al ong the outside, an atnosphere about that, and a thin canopy arching overhead holding the air

i nsi de.

Then there were the six spokes, 420 kiloineters tall. They were elliptical in cross-section, with
mej or and minor axes of .100 kiloneters and 50 kil eneters, respectively, except near the base
where they flared out to join the torus. in the center was the hub, nore nassive than the spokes,
160 kil oneters in dianeter, with a 100-kiloneter hole in the center

Trying to cope with a body |ike that was tantamunt to a nervous breakdown for the ship's
conputer, and for Bill, who had to nake a nodel the conputer woul d believe in.

The easiest orbit would have been in the equatorial plane of Saturn, enabling themto use the
velocity they already had. But that was not possible. Thems was oriented with its axis of
rotation parallel to the equatorial plane. Since the axis passed

through the hole at the center of Thenmis, any Saturn-equatorial orbit Crocco m ght assune woul d
have Ri ngmaster passing through areas of wildly fluctuating gravitational attraction

The only viable possibility was an orbit in the equatorial plane of Thenmis. Such an orbit would be
expensive in ternms of angular nmonentum it had the single advantage of being stable, once

achi eved.

The maneuvering began before they reached Saturn. During the |ast day of approach their course was
re-calculated. Cirocco and Bill relied on Earth-based conputers and navi gati onal aids as far away
as Mars and Jupiter. They lived in CONMOD and watched Saturn grow larger in the aft tel evision
screens.

Then the long burn was initiated.

During a lull in her work, G rocco turned on the canmera in SCIMOD. Gaby | ooked up with a harried
expressi on.

"Rocky, can't you do sonething about that vibration?" "Gby, the engine function is, as they say,
nom nal. They're just going to shake, that's all."

"Best observing tine of the whole fucking trip," Gaby nuttered. In the seat next to G rocco, Bill
| aughed.

"Five minutes, Gaby," he said. "And | really think we ought to et themburn as |ong as we

pl anned. It would work out so much nicer that way."

The engi nes shut down on the tick and they watched for final confirnation that they were where
they wanted to be.

"This is Ringmaster; C. bones conmmanding. W have arrived in Saturn orbit at 1341. 453 hours,
Universal Time. I'lIl send up the prelims for a correcting burn when we come out from behind.
Meanwhil e, |'mgoing off this channel."

She sl apped the appropriate sw tch.

"Anybody who wants to take a | ook outside, this is going to be your only chance."

It was tight, but August and April and Gene and Calvin man- aged to squeeze into the cranped room
After checking with Gaby, Cirocco turned the ship ninety degrees.

Saturn was a dark gray hol e, seventeen degrees w de, covering 1000 tinmes the area of the noon as
seen fromEarth. The rings were an incredible forty degrees fromside to side.

They | ooked like solid, brilliant netal. R ngmaster had cone in north of the equator, so the upper
face was presented to them Each particle was being lit fromthe opposite side, presenting a thin
crescent, like Saturn. The sun was a brilliant point of light in the ten o' clock position

approachi ng Sat urn.

No one spoke as the sun drew nearer to eclipse. They saw Saturn's shadow fall across the part of
the ring nearest them cutting it like a razor

Sunset |asted fifteen seconds. The colors were deep and changed rapidly, pure reds and yellows and
bl ue- bl acks li ke those seen froman airliner in the stratosphere.
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There was a soft chorus of sighs in the cabin. The gl ass depol ari zed and everyone gasped agai n as
the rings grew brighter, bracketing the deep blue glow that outlined the northern heni- sphere.

G ay striations becane visible on the planetary surface, illuninated by ringlight. Down there were
storns as big as the Earth.
When she | ooked away at |ast, Cirocco saw the screen to her left. Gaby was still in SCIMOD. There

was an i mage of Saturn on the screen above her head, but she didn't |ook up at it.

"Gaby, don't you want to come up and see this?" Crocco saw her shake her head. She scanned the
nunmbers marchi ng across a tiny screen

"And | ose the best observing time of the whole trip? You ve got to he out of your nind."

They first assunmed a long, elliptical orbit with a | ow point 200 kil oneters above the theoretical
radius of Themis. It was a nathenmatical abstraction because the orbit was tilted thirty degrees
from Them s, equator, which put them above the dark side. They passed the spinning toroid to
energe on the sun side. Thenmis lay spread out before them as a naked-eye object.

Not that there was a lot to see. Themis was nearly as black as space, even with the sun shining on
it. She studied the huge mass of the wheel with the triangular solar absorption sails riming it
Ii ke sharp gear teeth, presunmably soaking up sunlight and turning it into heat.

The ship noved over the interior of the great wheel. The spokes becane visible, and the solar
reflectors. They seened nearly as dark as the rest of Them s, except where they mirrored sone of
the brighter stars.

The problemthat still worried Crocco was the |ack of an entrance. There was a | ot of pressure
fromEarth to get into the thing, and Crocco, despite her cautious instincts, wanted to as badly
as anyone el se.

There had to be a way. No one doubted Thenmis was an artifact. The debate concerned whether it was
an interstellar space vehicle or an artificial world, like ONell One. The differences were
novenent and origin. A spaceship would have an engine, and it would be at the hub. A col ony would
have been built by sonebody close at hand. G rocco had heard theories that included inhabitants of
Saturn or Titan, Martians--though no one had found so much as a flint arrowhead on Mars-and

anci ent space- faring races fromthe Earth. She didn't believe any of them but it hardly
mattered. Ship or colony, Them s had been built by soneone, and there would be a door

The place to | ook was the hub, but the constraints of ballistics forced her to orbit as far from
the hub as she coul d get.

Ri ngnmaster settled into a circular orbit 400 kiloneters above the equator. They traveled in the
direction of spin, but Thems turned faster than their orbital speed. It was a black plane outside
Crocco's window At regular intervals one of the solar panels would sweep by like the wing of a
nmonst rous bat .

Sonme details could now be seen on the outer surface. There were |ong, puckered ridges that
converged on the solar panels, presunmably covering huge pipes to carry a fluid or gas to be warned
by the sun. Scattered widely in the darkness were a few craters, sone of them 400 neters deep
There was no rubble scattered around them Nothing could stay on the outer surface of Thenis that
wasn't fastened down.

Crocco | ocked her control board. At her elbow, Bill nodded in his couch, asleep. The two of them
had not left CONMOD in two days.

She nmoved through SCIMID |i ke a sl eepwal ker. Sonmewhere down there was a bed with soft sheets and a
pillow, and a confortable quarter gee now that the carousel was turning again.

"Rocky, we've got somnething strange here.”

She stopped with one foot on the | adder of D Spoke, stood very still for a nonent.

"What did you say?" The edge in her voice made Gaby | ook up.

"I'mtired, too," she said, irritably. She palmed a switch, and an i nage appeared on the overhead
screen.

it was a view of the approaching edge of Themis. There was a swelling on it that seenmed to grow
larger as it caught up with them

"That wasn't there before.” Cirocco's brow furrowed as she tried to shake off the exhaustion

A buzzer sounded faintly and for a nonent she could not place it. Then things becane sharp and
clear as adrenalin ate the cobwebs. It was the radar alarmin CONMOD.

"Captain," Bil,1 said over the speaker, "l've got a strange reading here. W're not getting cl oser
to Themis, but sonmething's getting closer to us."

"I'"ll be there." Her hands felt Iike ice as she grabbed a stanch- ion to swing herself up. She

gl anced at the screen. The object exploded. It |ooked like a starburst, and it was grow ng.
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"I can see it now," Gaby said. "It's still attached to Themis. It's I[ike a long armor a boom and
it's opening out. | think-"

"The docking facilities!" Cirocco yelled. "They're gonna grab us! Bill, start the engi ne sequence,
stop the carousel, get ready to nove."

"But it'll take us thirty m nutes-"

"I know. Move!"

She caroned off the viewport and into her seat, reached for her nicrophone.

"Al'l hands. Enmergency status. Depressurization alert. Evacuate the carousel. Acceleration
stations. Strap in." She slamed the alarmbutton with her [ eft hand and heard the eerie hooting
begin in the room behind her. She glanced to her left.

"You too, Bill. Get suited."

"But-"

" Nowd "

He was out of his seat and diving through the access hatch. She turned and call ed over her

shoul der.

"Bring ny suit back with you!"

The object was visible out the wi ndow now, approaching fast. She had never felt so hel pless. By
overriding the attitude control systems program ng she was able to fire all the thrusters on the
side of the ship facing Them s, but it was not nearly enough. The great mass of Ringnaster barely
moved. Ot her than that, she could only sit and nmonitor the automatic engi ne sequenci ng and count
the seconds as they dragged by. In a short tine she knew they could not escape. That thing was
bi g, and noving faster.

Bil | appeared, suited, and she scranbled into SCIMOD to don her own suit. Five anonynous figures
sat belted to accel eration couches, not noving, staring at the screen. She clanped her hel net, and
heard chaos.

"Quiet down." The chatter died away. "I want silence on the suit channel unless 1 ask you to
speak. "

"But what's happeni ng, Conmander?" It was Calvin's voice.

"I said no talking. It looks |ike an automatic device is going to pick us up. This nust he the
docking facilities we were | ooking for."

"I't looks nore like an attack to nme," August nuttered. "They nust have done this before. They nust
know how to do it safely." She w shed she could convince herself of that. it didn't help her
credibility when the whol e ship shuddered.

"Contact," Bill said. "It's got us."

Crocco hurried back to her station, just in time to niss seeing the grapple sweep over them The
ship junped again, and awful noises canme fromthe rear

"What did it ook |ike?"

"Great big octopus tentacles without the suckers." He sounded shaken. "Tthere were hundreds of
them waving around all over."

The ship gave an even greater lurch, and nore alarns began to sound. A firestormof red lights
spread across her controls.

"We've got a hull rupture,” Cirocco said, with a cal mess she did not feel. "Losing air fromthe
central stem Sealing off pres- sure doors 14 and IS." He hands noved over the controls with- out
consci ous gui dance. The lights and buttons were far away, seen through the wong end of a

tel escope. The accel eroneter dial began to spin as she was thrown violently forward, then to the
side. She cane to rest on top of Bill, then struggled back to her scat and strapped in.

When the buckle clicked around her wai st the ship jerked backwards agai n, worse than before.
Soret hi ng cane through the hatch behind her and hit the viewport, which devel oped a network of
cracks.

She hung from her seat, her body straining forward against the belt. An oxygen cylinder flew
through the hatch. The glass shattered and the sound of the inpact was sucked away with the burst
of cold, hard glass knives that turned and dwi ndl ed before her eyes. Everything in the cabin that
wasn't tied down | eaped up and hurtled through the nouth of jagged teeth that had once been a

Vi ewport.

Bl ood pul sed in her face as she hung above a bottom ess black hole. Large objects turned lazily in
the sunlight. One of them was the engine nodul e of R ngmaster, out there in front of her where it
had no right to be. She could see the broken stunp of the connecting stem Her ship was conm ng
apart.

"Ch, shit," she said, then had a vivid recollection of a tape she had once beard fromthe flight
recorder of an airliner. That had been the last word the pilot had uttered, seconds before inpact,
when he knew he was going to die. She knew it, too, and the thought filled her with a vast
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di sgust .

She watched in dull horror as the thing that had the engi nes wapped nore tentacles around it. it
rem nded her of a Portuguese man o' way with a fish snared in its poisonous grip. A fuel tank
ruptured---soundlessly, with a strange beauty. Her world was coning apart with no noise to mark
its passing. A cloud of conpressed gas quickly dispersed. The thing did not seemto m nd.

O her tentacles had other parts of the ship. The high-gain antenna al nost seened to be sw mm ng
away, but it nmoved too slowy as it tumbled down the well bel ow her.

"Alive," she whispered. "It's alive."

"What did you say?" Bill was trying to hold hinmself secure with both hands mthe instrunent panel
He was strapped solidly to his chair, but the bolts which held it to the floor had broken

The ship shuddered again, and Cirocco's chair cane free. The

edge of the panel caught her across the thighs and she cried out as she struggled to free herself.
"Rocky, things are falling apart in here." She wasn't sure whose voice it was, but the fear
reached her. She pushed, and managed to open her seat belt with one hand while hol ding her- self
away fromthe panel with the other. She slipped out to the side and saw her chair bounce across
the shattered array of dials, stick briefly in the frane of the broken port, and launch into

space.
She t hought her |egs were broken, but found she could nmove them The pain | essened as she drew on
reserves of strength to help Bill out of his chair. Too late, she saw that his eyes were cl osed,

his forehead and the inside of his helnet sneared with blood. As his body slithered | oosely over
the control panel she saw the dent his helnet had made in it. She fought for a grip on his thigh
then his calf, his booted foot, and he was falling, falling in the mddle of a glittering shower
of gl ass.

She canme to her senses crouched in the leg well under the control panel. She shook her head,
unable to recall what had put her there. But the force of deceleration was not so great now.
Them s had succeeded in bringing Ringmaster---or what was left of it-up to its own rotationa
speed.

No one was tal king. A hurricane of breathing canme through the speaker in her helnet, but no words.
There was nothing to say; the screans and curses had exhausted thensel ves. She got to her feet,
grabbed the edge of the hatchway above her, and pulled herself through into chaos.

No lights worked, but sunlight spilled harshly across broken equipnent froma large rip in the
wall. Cirocco noved through the debris and a suited figure got out of her way. Her head throbbed
One of her eyes was swollen shut.

There was a |ot of damage. It would take a while to get it cleaned up so they could get under

wei gh.

"Il want a conplete damage report fromall departnents,
"This ship was never meant for that kind of treatnent."
Only three people were standing. one figure knelt in the corner, holding the hand of another who
was buried in weckage.

"l can't nove ny legs. 1 can't nove them™

"Who said that?" Cirocco shouted, trying to nake the dizziness go away by shaki ng her head,
succeeding only in making it worse.

"Calvin, attend to the injuries while 1 see what can be done for the ship."

"Yes, Captain."

No one noved, and Cirocco wondered why. They were all watching her. Wiy were they doing that?
"1"l'l be in nmy cabin if you need ne. I"'mnot ... feeling so good"

One of the suits took a step toward her. She noved, trying to avoid the figure, and her foot went
t hrough the deck. Pain shot through her |eg.

"I't's coming in, over there. See? It's after us now. "

"\Where?".

"I don't see anything. Ch, God. | see it."

"Who said that? | want silence on this channel!™

"Look out! It's behind you!"

"Who said that?" She broke out in a sweat. Sonething was creeping up behind her, she could fee
it, and it was one of those things that only come out into your bedroom after you switch off the
light. Not a rat, but something worse that had no face but only a patch of slime and cold, dead,
cl aimmy hands. She groped in the red darkness and saw a withing snake dart through a patch of
sunlight in front of her.

It was so quiet. Wiy didn't they nake any noise?

Her hand cl osed around sonething hard. She lifted it and began to chop, up and down, over and over
as the thing flashed into view

she said, to no one in particular
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It wouldn't die. Sonething wapped around her wai st and started to pull. The suited figures junped
and ran around in the small space, but the tentacles shot out strings which stuck Iike hot tar

The roomwas | aced with them and something had Cirocco by the legs and was tying to pull her apart
Ii ke a wishbone. There was a pain |like she had never felt before, but she continued to chop at the
tentacle until awareness slipped from her

CHAPTER FOUR

There was no light.

Even that bit of negative know edge was sonething to cling to. The realization that the swaddling
darkness was the result of the absence of something called |ight had cost her nore than she would
have bel i eved possi bl e, back when tinme had consisted of consecutive nonments, Ue beads on a string.
Now t he beads scattered through her fingers. They rearranged thenselves in a nockery of causality.
Anyt hi ng needs a context. For darkness to nean anything there nust he the nenory of |ight. That
mermory was fadi ng.

It had happened before, and woul d happen again. Sonetimes there was a nane to identify the

di senbodi ed consci ousness. More often, there was only awareness.

She was in the belly of the beast.

(What beast ?)

She couldn't renenber. It would conme back to her. Things usually did, if she waited | ong enough
And waiting was easy. MIlenia were worth no nore than milliseconds here. Time's stratfied edifice
was a ruin.

Her nanme was Cirocco.

(Wat's a Cirocco?)

"Shur-rock-o0. It's a hot wind fromthe desert, or an old nodel Vol kswagen. Mom never told ne which
she had in nmind." That had been her standard answer. She recalled saying it, could al nost fee

i ntangi bl e |ips shape the nmeani ngl ess words.

"Call nme Captain Jones." (Captain of what?)

O the DSV Ri ngnaster, DSV for Deep Space Vessel, on its way to Satumwi th seven aboard. One of
them was Gaby Pl auget....

(Wo is ...)

... and ... and another was ... Bill

(What was that nane agai n?)

It was on the tip of her tongue. A tongue was a soft, fleshy thing ... it could be found in the
mout h, which was ..

She had it a nonent ago, but what was a nonent?

Sonet hi ng about |ight. Whatever that was.

There was no light. Hadn't she been here before? Yes, surely, but never mnd, hold onto it, don't

| et the thought go. There was no light, and there was nothing else, either, but what was sonething
el se?

No snell. No taste. No sense of touch. No kinesthetic awareness of a body. Not even a sense of
paral ysi s.

Cirocco! Her name was Cirocco.

Ri ngnaster. Saturn. Thems. Bill.

It returned all at once, as if she was living it again in a split second. She thought she would go
mad fromthe flood of inpressions, and with that thought cane another, |ater nenory. This had
happened before. She had renenbered, only to see it all slip away. She had been insane, nany
tinmes.

She knew her grip was tenuous, but it was all she had. She knew where she was, and she knew the
nature of her problem

The phenonenon had been explored during the last century. Put a nan in a neoprene suit, cover his
eyes and restrain his arms and | egs so he can't touch hinmself, elimnate all sounds fromthe
environnent, and leave himfloating in warm water

Free-fall is even better. There are refinements |like intravenous feeding and the elinination of
snells, but they are not really necessary.

The results are surprising. Many of the first subjects had been test pilots--well-adjusted, self-
reliant, sensible nmen. Twenty- four hours of sensory deprivation turned theminto pliable
children. Longer periods were quite dangerous. The nmind gradually edited the few di stractions:
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heart beat, the snell of neoprene, the pressure of water

Crocco was famliar with the tests. Twel ve hours of sensory deprivation had been part of her own
trai ning. She knew she should be able to find her breathing, if she |ooked for it |ong enough. It
was sonet hing she could control; a non-rhythrnic thing if she chose to nake it so. She tried to
breathe rapidly, tried to make herself cough. She felt nothing.

Pressure, then. If something was restraining her it mght be possible to pit her muscl es agai nst
it, to at least feel that some- thing was hol ding her, however gently. Taking one nuscle at a
time, isolating them visualizing the attachments and | ocation of each, she tried to rmake them
move. A twitch of the lip would be enough. It would prove that she was not, as she was begi nning
to fear, dead.

She retreated fromthe thought. Wile she had the nornmal fear of death as the end of all

consci ousness, she was glinpsing sonmething infinitely worse. Wiat if people did not die, ever?
What if the passing of the body left this behind? There night be eternal life, and it m ght be
passed in eternal |ack of sensa- tion

Insanity began to | ook attractive.

Trying to nove was a failure. She gave it up, and began ransacki ng her nost recent nenories,
hopi ng the key to her present situation could be found in her |ast consci ous seconds aboard

Ri ngnaster. She woul d have | aughed, had she been able to |ocate the nuscles to do so. |If she was

not dead, then she was trapped in the belly of a beast |arge enough to devour her ship and all its
crew.

Before long, that began to look attractive, too. If it was true, if she had been eaten and was
sonmehow still alive, then death was still to conme. Anything was better than the nightnmare eternity

whose vast futility now unfol ded before her

She found it possible to weep without a body. Wth no tears or sobs, no burning in the throat,
Crocco wept hopel essly. She becane a child in the dark, holding the hurt inside herself. She felt
her m nd going again, welconed it, and she bit her tongue.
Warm bl ood flowed in her nouth. She swamin it with the desperate fear and hunger of a small fish
in a strange salt sea. She was a blind worm just a nmouth with hard round teeth and a swol |l en
tongue, groping for that wonderful taste of blood which di spersed even as she sought it.
Frantically, she bit again, and was rewarded by a fresh spurt of red. Can you taste a color? she
wondered. But she didn't care. It hurt, gloriously.
The pain carried her into her past. She lifted her face fromthe broken dials and shattered
wi ndscreen of her small plane and felt the wind chill blood in her open nouth. She had bitten her
tongue. She put her hand to her nouth and two red-filnmed teeth fell out. She | ooked at them not
under st andi ng where they had cone from Weks |ater, checking out of the hospital, she found them
in the pocket of her parka. She kept themin a box on her bedside table for the tines she woke up
with the deadly quiet wind whispering to her. The second engine is dead, and there's nothing but
trees and snow down there. She would pick up the box and rattle it. | survived.

But that was years ago, she rem nded herself.

-as her face throbbed. They were renoving the bandages. So cinematic. It's a damm shane | can't
see it. Expectant faces gathered around---canera cuts quickly anong themdirty gauze falling

besi de the bed, I ayer upon layer unwi nding-- and then

. why . . . why, Doctor . . . she's beautiful

But she hadn't been. They had told her what to expect. Two nmonstrous shiners and puffed, angry red
skin. The features were intact, there were no scars, but she was no nore beautiful than she had
ever been. The nose still |ooked vaguely like a hatchet, and so what? It hadn't been broken, and
her pride would not allow her to have it changed for purely cosnetic reasons.

(Privately, she hated the nose, and thought that it, along with her height, had secured her
command of Ringrnaster. There had been pressure to select a wonan, but those who deci ded such
things could still not put a pretty five-footer in conmand of an expensive spaceship.)

Expensi ve spaceshi p.

Cirocco, you're wandering again. Bite your tongue. She did, and tasted bl ood-

-and saw the frozen | ake rush up to neet her, felt her face hit the panel, lifted her head from
shattered glass which pronptly tunbled down a bottom ess well. Her seat belt held her above the
abyss. A body slipped through the ruins and she reached out for his boot

She bit again, hard, and felt sonmething in her hand. Ages passed, and she felt sonething touching
her knee. She put the two sensations together and realized she had touched herself.

She had a slippery one-wonan orgy in the dark. She was delirious with |ove for the body that she
now re-di scovered. She curled tight, licked and bit everything she could reach while her hands
pi nched and pulled. She was snooth and hairless, slick as an eel.
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A thick, alnost jellied liquid rippled through her nostrils when she tried to breathe. It was not
unpl easant; not even fright- ening once she was used to it.

And there was sound. it was a slow bass, and it had to be her heartbeat.

She coul d touch nothing but her own body, no matter how she stretched. She tried swiming for a
while, but could not tell if she was getting anywhere.

Whi | e pondering what to do next, she fell asleep

Waki ng was a gradual, uncertain process. For a tine she could not tell if she was dreaning or
conscious. Biting herself didn't help. She could dreama bite, couldn't she?

Come to think of that, how could she sleep at a time |like this? Having thought of that, she was no
| onger sure she had slept at all. It was becoming rather problematic, she realized. The
differences in states of consciousness were tiny with so little sensation to give them shape.

Sl eepi ng, dream ng, daydreaning, sanity, nadness, alertness, drowsiness; she had no context to
gi ve any of them neani ng.

She coul d hear her terror in the increased rate of her heartbeat. She was going to go crazy, and
she knew it. Fighting it, she held tenaciously to the personality she had reconstructed fromthe
whi rl wi nd of nadness.

Name: Cirocco Jones. Age: thirty-four. Race: not black, but not white, either.

She was a statel ess person, legally an Anerican but actually a nenber of the rootless Third
Culture of the nmulti-national corporations. Every mgjor city on Earth had its Yankee Ghetto of
tract houses, English schools, and fast-food franchises. Cirocco

had lived in nost of them It was a little like being an arnmy brat, but with [ ess security.

Her nother had been an uninarfled consulting engineer who often worked for the energy conpanies.
She had not intended to have children, but had not counted on the Arab prison guard. He raped her
when she was captured after a border incident between Irag and Saudi Arabia. Wile the Texaeo
anbassador negotiated her release, Crocco was born. A few nukes had been sown in the desert by
then, and the border incident was a brush-fire war by the tine Iranian and Brazilian troops
overran the prison. As political balances shifted, Cirocco' s nother nade her way toward | srael
Five years |ater she had lung cancer fromthe fallout. She spent the next fifteen years undergoi ng
treatnents slightly | ess painful than the disease.

C rocco had grown up big and |onely, having only her nother for a friend. She first saw the United
St ates when she was twelve. By then she could read and wite, and could not be devel opnentally
harnmed by the Anmerican school system Her enp- tional devel opnment was another matter. She did not
make friends easily, but was fiercely loyal to those she had. Her nother had funny i deas on how to
rai se a young |l ady, and they included handguns and karate as well as dancing and voi ce | essons.
Qutwardly, she did not |ack self-confidence. only she herself knew how frightened and vul nerabl e
she was beneath it all. It was her secret-- one she kept so well that she fooled the NASA
psychol ogi sts into giving her cormand of a ship.

And how much of that was true? she wandered. There was no point in lying here. Yes, the

responsi bility of command frightened her. Perhaps all conmanders were secretly unsure of

t hensel ves, knew deep inside that they were not good enough for the responsibility thrust upon
them But it wasn't the sort of thing one asked about. What if the others weren,t scared? Then
your secret was out.

She found hersel f wonderi ng how she had conme to command a ship, if it was not what she wanted.

What did she want?

I'"d like to get out of here, she tried to say. 1'd like sonething to happen

Presently, sonething did happen.

She felt a wall with her left hand. In tine, she felt another with her right. The walls were warm
snooth, and resilient, just as she inmagined the inside of a stomach woul d be. She could feel then
nmovi ng past her hands. And they began to narrow. She | odged, headfirst, in an uneven tunnel. The
wal | s began to contract. For the first tine, she felt claustrophobic. Tight spaces had never

bot hered her before.

The walls pulsed and rippl ed, pushing her forward until her head slipped through into cool ness and
a rough texture. She was squeezed; fluid bubbled out of her lungs and she coughed, in- hal ed,
found her nouth filled with grit. She coughed again and nore fluid cane out, but now her shoul ders
were free and she ducked her head in the darkness to avoid getting another nouthful. She wheezed
and spit, and began to breathe from her nose.

Her arnms cane free, then her hips, and she began digging at the spongy material that enclosed her.
it smelled Iike a childhood day spent in a cool, bare earth basement, in that narrow space adults
visit only if the plunmbing is acting up. It snmelled |like nine years old and digging in the dirt.
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One leg cane free, then the other, and she rested with her head bent into the air pocket forned by
her arms and chest. Her breath cane in wet spasns.

Dirt crunbl ed behind her neck and rolled down her body until it nearly filled her air space. She
was buried, but she was alive. It was tinme to dig, but she could not use her arns.

Fi ghting panic, she forced herself up with her |egs. Her thigh nuscles knotted, her joints
cracked, but she felt the mass above her yi el ding.

Her head broke through into light and air. Gasping, spitting, she pulled one armout of the
ground, then the other, and clawed at what felt |ike cool grass. She craw ed fromthe hole on
hands and knees and col | apsed. She dug her fingers into the bl essed ground and cried herself to

sl eep.

Crocco didn't want to wake up. She fought it, pretending she was asl eep. Wen she felt the grass
fadi ng away and the darkness returning, she opened her eyes quickly.

Centineters fromher nose was a pale green carpet that |ooked like grass. It snelled |like it, too.
it was the kind of grass found only on the greens of the better golf courses. But it was warner
than the air, and she couldn't account for that. Perhaps it wasn't grass at all.

She rubbed her hand over it and snffied again. Call it grass.

She sat up and sonet hing cl anked, distracting her. A gleam ng netal band circled her neck, and
other, smaller ones were on her arns and | egs. Many strange objects dangled fromthe |arge band,
hel d together by wire. She slipped it off and wondered where she had seen it before.

It was amazingly difficult to concentrate. The thing in her hand was so conplex, so various; too
much for her scattered wits

it was her pressure suit, stripped of all the plastic and rubber seals. Mdst of the suit had been
pl astic. Nothing remained but the netal.

She made a pile of the parts, and in the process realized just how naked she was. Beneath a
coating of dirt her body was com pletely hairless. Even her eyebrows were gone. For some reason
that made her very sad.

She put her face in her hands and began to cry.

Crocco did not cry easily, nor often. She was not good at it. But after a very long tinme she

t hought she knew who she was agai n.

Now she could find out where she was.

Perhaps a half hour later she felt ready to nove. But that decision spawned a dozen questi ons.
Move, but to where?

She had intended to explore Themis, but that was when she had a spaceship and the resources of
Earth's nest technol ogy. Now she had her bare skin and a few bits of netal

She was in a forest conposed of grass and one species of tree. She called themtrees by the sane
reasoni ng she had used on the grass. If it's seventy neters tall, has a brown, round trunk and
what | ooks like |leaves far above, then it's a tree. Wiich did not mean it might not cheerfully cat
her if given the chance.

She had to get the worries down to a manageable level. Rule out the things you can do nothing
about, don't ftet too nmuch about the things you can do little about. And renenber that if you're
as cautious as sanity would seemto dictate, you'll starve to death in a cave.

The air was in the first category. It could contain a poison

"So stop breathing, at once!" she said, aloud. Right. At least it snelled fresh, and she was not
coughi ng.

Wat er was sonething she could do little about. Eventually she would have to drink sone, assum ng
she could find it-which should go right to the top of her list. When she found it, perhaps she
could make a fire and boil it. If not, she would drink, mcroscopic bugs and all

And then there was food, which worried her nore than anything. Even if there was nothing around
that wanted to nmake a neal of her, there was no way of knowing if the food she ate woul d poi son
her. O it might be no nore nourishing than cell ophane.

if that wasn't enough, there was the calculated risk. How do you calculate what is risky when a
tree mght not he a tree?

They didn't even | ook that much |ike trees. The trunks were |ike polished narble. The high
branches were parallel to the ground and ran for a precise distance before nmaking a right angle.
Above, the |leaves were flat, like lily pads, and three or four nme- ters across.

What was fool hardy and what was overcautious? There was no gui debook, and the dangers would not be
mar ked. But without a few assunptions she could not nove, and she had to get noving. She was
getting hungry.

She set her jaw, then stanped over to the nearest tree. She snmacked it with the pal mof her hand
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It just stood there, suprenely indifferent.

"Just a dunb tree.”

She exam ned the hol e she had energed from It was a raw brown wound in the neat expanse of grass.
Pat ches of sod held together by a feathery root structure, lay up- side-down around it. The hole
itself was only half a neter deep; the sides had crunbled to fill the rest.

"Sonething tried to eat ne," she said. "Sonething ate all the organic parts of ny suit, and all ny
hair, then excreted the junk right here. Including ne." She noted in passing that she was gl ad the
thing had cl assified her as junk.
It was a hell of a beast. They knew the outer part of the torus- the ground she was sitting on-was
thirty kiloneters thick. This thing was | arge enough to snag Ringmaster while the ship orbitted
400 kil onmeters away. She had spent a long tinme inits belly and for sone reason had proved

i ndigestible. It had burrowed through the ground to this point, and expelled her

And that just didn't make sense. If it could eat plastic, why couldn't it eat her? Wre ship's
captai ns too tough?

It had eaten her whole ship, pieces as large as the engine nodule, others just tiny bits of glass
or tunbling, dw ndling space- suited figures with dented hel nets .

"Bill!" She was on her feet, every nmuscle in her body straining. "Bill! I'mhere. I'malivel Were
are you?"

She sl apped her forehead with her hand. If only she could get through this nuddy-headed feeling
when t houghts were coming so slowy. She had not forgotten about the crew, but it was not unti
that nmoment that she connected themw th the new bom G rocco standi ng naked and hairless on the
war m ground.

"Bill!" she shouted again. She listened, then collapsed with her |egs folded under her. She

pl ucked at the grass.

Think it through. Presumably, the creature would have treat- ed himas another piece of debris.
But he had been injured.

So had she, now that she thought of it. She exam ned her thighs and found not even a bruise. it
told her nothing. She might have been inside the creature for five years, or only a few nonths.
Any of the others might arrive and be pushed out of the ground at any time. Somewhere down there,
about a meter and a half deep, was sone kind of excretory outlet for the creature. If she waited,
and if the creature didn't like the taste of all humans and not just ones nanmed Cirocco, they

m ght all get together again.

She sat down to wait for them

Hal f an hour later (or was it only ten mnutes?) it didn't make sense. The creature was big. It
had eaten Ringnmaster like an af- ter-dinner mnt. It nust extend through a great part of the
underworl d of Themis, and it didn't make sense to think this one orifice could handle all the
traffic. There could he others, and they could be scattered all over the countryside.

Alittle later she had anot her thought. They were conming far apart, but they were coning, and she
was grateful for that. The thought was sinple: she was thirsty, she was hungry, and she was
filthy. What she wanted nost in the world was water.

The | and sl oped gently. She was willing to bet there would be a stream down there somewhere.

She stood and poked at the pile of netal pieces with one foot. There was too nuch to carry, but
the junk was all she had for tools. She took one of the smaller rings, then picked up the |arger
one whi ch had been the the bottom of her helnmet and was still connected to the dangling electronic
conponents.

It wasn't nuch, but it would have to do. She slung the large ring over her shoul der and started
down the hill.

khkkkkkkkxk

The pool was fed by a two-neter fall froma rocky stream which wound through a little valley. The
huge trees arched over- head, conpletely bl ocking her view of the sky. She stood on a rock near
the edge of the pool, trying to judge its depth, thinking about junping in.

Thi nki ng about it was all she did. The water was clear, but there was no telling what night be in
it. She junped over the ridge which produced the waterfall. it was easy in the one-quar- ter gee
A short wal k brought her to a sandy beach

The water was warm sweet, and bubbly, and easily the best thing she had ever tasted. She drank
all she wanted, then squatted and scrubbed with sand, keeping an eye open. Watering holes were

pl aces for caution. Wien she was through she felt reasonably human for the first time since her
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awakeni ng. She sat on the wet sand and let her feet trail in the water.

It was cooler than the air or the ground, but still surprisingly warmfor what | ooked to be a
glacier-fed mountain stream Then she realized it would make sense if the heat source in Thenis
was as they had deduced: from bel ow. The sunlight at Satumi s orbit wouldn't provide nuch ground
heating. But the triangular fins were under her now, and were probably designed to capture and
store solar heat. She envisioned huge subterranean rivers of hot water running a few hundred
met ers under the ground.

Movi ng on seened to be the next order of business, but which way? Strai ght ahead coul d be rul ed
out. Across the streamthe | and began to rise again. Downstream shoul d be easiest, and shoul d
bring her to flatlands soon.

"Deci sions, decisions,"” she nmuttered.

She | ooked at the tangle of netal junk she had been carrying all ... what was it? Afternoon?
Mor ni ng? Tine could not be neasured that way in here. it was possible only to speak of el apsed
time, and she had no idea how much had gone by.

The helmet ring was still in her hand. Now her brow furrowed as she | ooked cl oser

Her suit had once contained a radio. O course it was not possible that it had come through the
ordeal intact, but just for the hell of it she hunted for and found the remains. There was a tiny
battery, and what was left of a switch, turned on. That ended that. Mst of the radi o had been
silicon chips and netal, so there had been sone faint hope.

She | ooked agai n. Where was the speaker? it should he a little netal horn, the renuins of a
headset unit. She found it, and lifted it to her car

" fifty-eight, fifty-nine, ninety-three-sixty ..

"Gaby! " She was on her feet, shouting, but the familiar voice kept countint oblivious. Croeco
knelt on the rock and arrayed the remains of her helnmet on it with fingers that trenbl ed, hol ding
the speaker to one ear while pawi ng through the conponents. She found the pinhead throat nike
"Gaby, Gaby, cone in please. Can you hear ne?" " ei ghty- Rocky! |Is that you, Rocky?"

"I't's me. Where . . where are . " She cal med down deliberately, swallowed, and went on. "Are you
all right? Have you seen the others?"
"Ch, Captain. The nobst horrible things ...." Her voice broke, and Crocco heard sobs. Gaby

poured out an incoherent stream of words: how glad she was to hear Cirocco's voice, how lonely she
had been, how sure she had been that she was the only survivor until she listened to her radio and
heard sounds.

" Sounds?"

"Yes, there's at |least one other alive, unless that was you cry-

ing. "

"I ... hell, | cried quite a bit. It nmght have been ne."

"I don't think so," Gaby said. "I"'mpretty sure it's Gene. He sings sonetines, too. Rocky, it's so

good to hear your voice."

"I know. It's good to hear yours." She had to take another deep breath and relax her grip on the
hel net ring. Gaby's voice was back in control, but Grocco was on the edge of hysterics. She
didn't Iike the feeling.

"The things that have happened to nme," Gaby was saying. "I was dead, Captain, and in heaven, and
I'"mnot even religious, but there | was-"

"CGaby, settle down. Get a grip on yourself"

There was silence, punctuated by sniffs.

"I think I'Il be all right now. Sorry."

"It's all right. If you went through anything Iike what | did, | understand perfectly. Now, where
are you? "

There was a pause, then a giggle. "There's no street signs in the neighborhood," Gaby said. "It's
a canyon, not very deep. It's full of rocks and there's a stream down the middle. There's these
funny trees on both sides of the stream™

" It sounds pretty much Iike where | am" But which canyon? she wondered. "Which way are you

goi ng? Were you counting steps? "

"Yeah. Downstream If | could get out of this forest, |I could see half of Them s."
" | thought of that, too."
"We just need a couple |andmarks to tell if we're in the sane nei ghborhood."

"But | thought we nust be, or we wouldn't be able to hear each other."

Gaby didn't say anything, and Crocco saw her m stake. "Right," she said. "Line of sight."
"Check. These radios are good for quite a distance. In here, the horizon curves up."

"1'"d believe it better if | could see it. Wiere | amright now could be the enchanted forest at
Di sney World in |ate evening."
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"Di sney woul d have done a better job," Gaby said. "It would have had nore detail, and nonsters
poppi ng out of the trees."

"Don't say that. Have you seen anything |ike that?"

"A couple insects, | guess they were."

"I saw a school of tiny fish. They | ooked like fish. Ch, by the way, don't go in the water. They
m ght be dangerous.”

"I saw them After | was in the water. But they didn't do anything."

"Have you passed anything that's renmarkable in any way? Sone unusual surface feature?

"A few waterfalls. Two fallen trees.”

C rocco | ooked around and described the pool and waterfall. Caby said she had passed severa

pl aces like that. it mght be the same stream but there was no way to know

"All right," Crocco said. "Here's what we do. Wen you find a rock facing upstream meke a mark
onit."

" How?"

"Wth another rock." She found one the size of her fist and at- tacked the rock she had been
sitting on. She scratched a large "C'" on it. There could be no nmistaking its artficiality.
"I'"mdoing that now "

"Make a mark every hundred neters or so. If we're on the sane river one of us will cone up behind
the other, and the one in front can wait for the other to ¢ up. ##

"Sounds good. Uh, Rocky, how long are these batteries good for?"

Crocco grimaced, and rubbed her forehead.

"Maybe a nonth of use. It could depend on how | ong we were ... you know, how | ong we were inside
I don't have any ideas on that. Do you?"

"No. Do you have any hair?"

"Not a strand." She rubbed her hand over her scalp, and no- ticed that it did not feel quite as
smooth. "But it's growing back in. "

Cirocco wal ked downstream hol ding the speaker and m ke in place so they could talk to each other
"I feel hungriest when | think about it," Gaby said. "And |I'mthinking about it right now. Have
you seen any of these little berry bushes?"

Cirocco | ooked around but didn't spot anything like that.

"The berries are yellow, and about as big as the end of your thunmb. I'm holding one now It's soft
and translucent."

"Are you going to eat it?"

There was a pause. "I was going to ask you about that."

"We' Il have to try sonething sooner or later. Maybe one won't be enough to kill you."

"Just make ne sick," Caby |aughed. "This one broke on ny teeth. There's a thick jelly inside, like
honey with a nminty taste. It's dissolving in ny mouth ... and nowit's gone. The rind is not so

sweet, but 1'mgoing to eat it anyway. It might be the only part with any food val ue."

If even that, Cirocco thought. There was no reason why any part of it should sustain them She was
pl eased that Gaby had given her such a detail ed description of her sensations while eating the
berry, but she knew the purpose of it. Bonb de-fusing teans used the sane technique. One stayed
away while the oth- er reported every action over the radio. |If the bonb went off, the survivor

| earned sonething for the next tine.

When they judged enough tinme had passed with no ill effect, Gaby began eating nore of the berries.
In tinme, Crocco found sone. They were al nost as good as that first taste of water had been

"Gaby, |'m about dead on ny feet. | wonder how | ong we've been awake?"

There was a | ong pause, and she had to call again.

"Hr? On, hi. How did 1 get here?" She sounded slightly drunk

Cirocco frowned. "Were's here? Gaby, what's happeni ng?”

"I sat down for a mnute to rest ny legs. | nust have fallen asleep.”

"Try to wake up enough to find a good place for it." G rocco was already |ooking around. It was
going to be a problem Nothing | ooked good, and she knew it was the worst possible idea to lie
down al one in strange country. The only thing worse would be trying to stay awake any | onger

She went a short distance into the trees, and marvel ed at how soft the grass felt under her bare
feet. So nmuch better than the rocks. It would be nice to sit down in it for a mnute.

She awoke on the grass, sat up quickly and | ooked all around. Nothing was noving.
For a nmeter in every direction fromwhere she had slept, the grass had turned brown, dried out
i ke hay.

file:/lIF|/rah/John%20Varley/Varley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt (20 of 118) [1/15/03 7:27:02 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Iohn%20V arley/V arley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt

She stood and | ooked down at a | arge rock. She had approached it fromthe downstream side while
| ooking for a place to sleep. Now she wal ked around it, and on the other side was a large letter
"G "

CHAPTER FI VE

Gaby insisted on turning back. Crocco didn't protest; it sounded good to her, though she could
never have suggested it.

She wal ked downstream often passing the marks Gaby had made. At one point she had to | eave the
sandy shore and go up onto the grass to avoid a large pile of boul ders. Wen she reached the grass
she saw a series of oval brown spots spaced like footprints. She knelt and touched them They were
dry and brittle, just like the grass where she had slept.

"I'"ve found part of your trail," she told Gaby. "Your feet couldn't have touched the grass nore
than a second, and yet something in your body killed it."

"I saw the same thing when | woke up," Gaby said. "Wat do you think of it?"

"I think we secrete sonething that's poison to the grass. If that's true, we nmight not snell very
good to the kind of large aninmals that might normally take an interest in us."

"That's good news."

"The bad part is that it mght mean we have very dffierent sorts of biochem cals. That's not so
good for eating."”

"You're so nuch fun to talk to."

kkkkkkkkhkk*k

"I's that you up ahead?"

Cirocco squinted into the pale yellow light. The river ran straight for a good distance, and just
where it started to bend was a tiny figure.

"Yep. It's ne, if that's you waving your arns."

Gaby whooped, a painful sound in the tiny earphone. Cirocco heard the sound again a second |ater
much fainter. She grinned, and then felt the grin getting bigger and bigger. She hadn't wanted to
run, it was so like a bad novie, but she was running anyway and so was Gaby, taking absurdly |ong
hops in the low gravity.

They hit so hard they were both breathless for a nonent. Cirocco enbraced the smaller wonman and
lifted her off her feet.

"D-d-d-dam, you | ook s-s-so good!" Gaby said. One of her eyelids was twitching, and her teeth
chattered

"Hey, hold on, take it easy," Cirocco soothed, rubbing Gaby's back with both hands. Gaby's smile
was so wide it hurt to look at it.

"I"'msorry, but | think |"mgoing to be hysterical. Isn't that a | augh?" And she did | augh, but it
was flat and hurt the car, and before long turned into shudders and gasps. She held Cirocco
strongly enough to break ribs. G rocco didn't fight it, but eased her down to the sandy river bank
and hel d her close while huge, lowgravity tears dripped onto her shoul ders.

Crocco was not sure at what point the conforting hugs turned into sonething else. It was so
gradual . Gaby was quite insensible for a long tine, and it seened the natural thing to hold and
stroke her while she cal med down. Then it seened natural that Gaby shoul d stroke her, and that
they shoul d press close together. The first nonent when it began to seema little unusual was when
she found hersel f kissing Gaby, and Gaby ki ssing back. She thought she m ght have stopped it then
but she didn't want to because she could not tell if the tears she tasted belonged to her or Gaby.
And besides, it never really turned into | ove-making. They rubbed agai nst each other and kissed
mout h-t o- mout h, and when the orgasmcane it al nost seened irrelevant to what had gone before. At

|l east that's what she kept telling herself.

One of themhad to say sonething when it was over, and it seened best to stay away from what they
had j ust done.

"Are you all right now?" Gaby nodded. Her eyes were still bright, but she was sniling. "Uh-huh
Probably not permanently, though. |I woke up screaming. I'mreally afraid to go to sleep.”

"I't's not ny favorite thing either. You know you're about the funniest-looking critter | ever
saw?"

"That's because you don't have a mrror." Gaby couldn't stop talking for hours, and she didn't
like it when Cirocco |let go of her. They noved to a | ess exposed position up in the trees, then
sat with Crocco's back against a tnnk and Gaby reclining against her

She spoke of her trip down the river, but what she kept want- ing to go back to, or what she
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couldn't get away from was her experience in the belly of the creature. It sounded to G rocco
i ke an extended dreamthat had little in common with what she herself had experienced, but that
m ght have been just the inadequacy of words.

"I did wake up in the darkness a fewtines, like you did," Gaby said. "Wien | did, | couldn't fee
or see or hear anything, and | didn't really want to stay there very long."
"I kept going back to ny earlier life. It was extrenely vivid. | could ... feel it all."

"Me, too," Gaby said. 'But it wasn't a repeat. It was all new things."

"Did you al ways know who you were? That was the worst part for me, remenbering and then
forgetting. |I don't know how many tines that happened.”

"Yeah, | always knew who | was. But | got to be pretty tired of being ne, if that nmakes any sense.
The possibilities were so limted. "

"What do you nmean by that?" Gaby noved her hands indecisively, trying to pull something out of the
air. She gave up and twisted in Croccol' arnms to ook intently into her eyes for a | ong nonent.
Then she rested her

head between Cirocco's breasts. Cirocco found it disturbing, but the warmh and comnpani onshi p of
their cl oseness was too good to give up. She | ooked down at Gaby's bald head and had to fight an
urge to kiss it.

"I was in there for twenty or thirty years," Gaby said quietly. "And don't try to tell ne that's

i npossible. |'ve got a pretty good idea that nothing |like that anopunt of time passed in the rest
of the universe. I'mnot crazy."

"I didn't say you were." Cirocco rubbed her shoul ders when Gaby began to trenble, and it subsi ded.
"Well, 1 shouldn't have said |I'mnot crazy, either. | never had to have sonebody baby ne so

woul dn't cry before. I'msorry."

"I don't mind," Crocco nurnmured, and she really did not. She found it surprisingly easy to
whi sper assurances in the other wonan's ear. "Gaby, there's no way either one of us could have

come through that wi thout some twitches. | cried for hours. | threwup. | may do it again, and if
I can't help nyself, 1'd like for you to take care of ne."

"I will, don't worry about that." She seened to relax a little nore.

"Real tinme isn't inportant,” Gaby said at last. "It's internal tine that matters. And by that
clock, | was in there for many years. | went up to heaven on a Mlam staircase of glass, and as

sure as I'msitting here | can see every step in my nind, and | can feel the clouds whipping by
and hear ny feet squeak on the glass. And it was Hol |l ywood heaven, with red carpet for the |ast
three or four Kkilometers, and gol den gates |ike skyscrapers, and people with wings. And | didn't
believe in it, you understand, and yet | did. I knew | was dreaming, | knew it was ridicul ous, and
finally I wouldn't have any nore to do with it and it went away. "

She yawned, and | aughed quietly. "Wiy am| telling you all this?"

"Maybe to get rid of it. Does it make you feel better?"

"Sone. "

She was quiet for a while after that and eirocco thought she had gone to sleep, but it was not so.
She stirred, and nuzzl ed deeper into G roccols chest.

"I had tine to take a good | ook at nyself," she said, slurring her words. "I didn't like it. | got
to wondering what | was doing with nyself. It never bothered ne before."

"What's wong with the way you were?" Cirocco asked. "I kind of liked you."

"You did? | don't see how Sure, | didn't cause a lot of trouble to anybody, | could take care of
mysel f. But what el se? What good?"

"You were very good at your job, That's all | really denanded of you. You' re the very best there
is, or you woul dn't have been picked for this mssion."

Gaby sighed. "Sonehow, that doesn't inpress me. | nean, to get that good | sacrficed just about
everything that makes a hunman being. Like | said, | did some real soul-searching.”

"What did you deci de?"

"For one thing, I'mthrough with astronony."

"Gaby ? "

"It's the truth. And what the hell? W'Ill never get out of here, and there's no stars to | ook at.
I'd have needed to find sonething else to do anyway. And it's not that sudden. | had a long, |ong

time to change ny mnd. You know, | don't have one lover in the whole world? Not even one friend."
"I'"'myour friend."

"No. Not the way |I'mtal king about. People respected ne for my work, men desired ne for ny body.
But | never nade any friends, even as a kid. Not the kind you can open your heart to."

"I't's not that hard."

"I hope not. Because |I'mgoing to be a different person. I'mgoing to tell people about the rea
me. This is the first time | can do it, because it's the first time |I've really known nyself. And
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I"mgoing to love. I'mgoing to care about people. And it |ooks like you're it." She raised her
head and smiled at Cirocco.

"What do you nean?" Cirocco asked, frowning slightly.

"It's a funny feeling, and | knew it as soon as | saw you." She rested her head again. "I think I
| ove you."

Cirocco could not say anything for a time, then forced a |l augh. "Hey, honey, you're still in that
Hol | ywood heaven. There's no such thing as love at first sight. It takes tinme. Gaby? "

She tried several tinmes to talk to her, but she was either asleep or faking it very well. She let
her head fall back wearily.

"Oh, ny God."

CHAPTER SI X

The smart thing woul d have been to post watches. Cirocco wondered as she struggl ed to wakeful ness
why she had so sel dom nanaged to do the smart thing since she got to Thenis. They would have to
adjust to the strange tinel essness. They couldn't go on wal king until they dropped.

Gaby was sleeping with her thunb in her mouth. Cirocco tried to get up wi thout disturbing her, but
it wasn't possible. She npaned, then opened her eyes.

"Are you as hungry as | anP?" she yawned. "That's hard to say."

"You think it's the berries? Maybe they're no good." "Inpossible to tell so soon. But take a | ook
over there. That nmight be breakfast."

Gaby | ooked where Cirocco pointed. There was an ani mal down by the stream drinking. As they

wat ched, it raised its head and | ooked at themfromno nore than twenty neters away. Cirocco
tensed, ready for anything. It blinked, and | owered its head.

"A six-legged kangaroo, " Gaby said. 'Wth no ears."” It was a fair description. The ani mal was
covered with short fur and had two large hind | egs, though not as |arge as a kangaroo's. The four
front legs were snmaller. The fur was light green and yellow. It was not taking any special care to
protect itself.

"I"'d like to get a look at its teeth. It mght tell us sonething.
get the hell out of here," Gaby

sai d. She sighed, and | ooked around on the ground. She got up before Cirocco could stop her, and
was wal ki ng toward the creature.

"Gaby stop it," Crocco hissed, trying not to alert the aninmal. She saw now that Gaby had a rock

i n her hand.

The creature | ooked up again. It had a face that would have been hilarious in other circunstances.
The head was round, with no visible ears or nose- just two big soft eyes. But the nouth | ooked as
if the creature was chewing on a bass bar- norjica. It stretched twice as wide as the rest of the
head, giving the animal a foolish grin.

it lifted all four front feet fromthe ground and bounded three neters in the air. Gaby junped
just about as high in surprise, and had tinme to twist wildly in the air before com ng down on her
buttocks. G rocco reached her and tried to take the rock away.

"Come on, Gaby, we don't need neat that badly."

"Be quiet," Gaby said through clenched teeth. "I'mdoing this for you, too.
away and ran forward.

The thing had taken two | eaps, but each had been good for eight or nine neters. Now it stood
quietly, forelegs touching the ground, head |lowered. It was eating the grass.

It |ooked up placidly as Gaby stopped two neters away. It seened to have no fear of her, and
resunmed cropping as Crocco cane up behi nd Gaby.

"Do you think we shoul d-"

"Hush!" Gaby hesitated only a nonent |onger, then stepped up to the beast. She raised her arm and
brought the rock down hard on the top of its head, then junped away.

The beast nmade a coughi ng noi se, staggered, and fell on its side. It kicked once, and was still.
They watched it for a while, then Gaby wal ked over and prod- ded it with a toe. Nothing happened,
so she went down on one knee beside it. it was no larger than a snall deer. Cirocco squatted,

el bows on her knees, trying not to feel disgusted by it. Gaby seened short of breath.

"Do you think it's dead?" she asked.

"Looks like it. Kind of anti-climactic, don't you think?"

"It's okay with ne."

Gaby wi ped a hand across her forehead, then smacked the rock repeatedly into the creature's head

"The smart thing is probably to

She wrenched her arm
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until red blood flowed. Cirroco wi nced. Gaby dropped the rock and w ped her hands on her thighs.
"That's that. You know, if you could gather up some of that dry underbrush | think |I mnight be able
to nmake a fire. "

"How re you going to do that?"
"Never mind. just get the wood.
Ciracco had half an arm oad of it before she stopped to wonder when Gaby started giving the
orders.

"Well, the theory was good," Gaby said, gloomly

Cirocco tore again at the stringy red nmeat that clung so tenaciously to the bone.

Gaby had sweated for an hour with a piece of her spacesuit and a rack she had hoped was flint but
whi ch proved not to be. They had a pile of dry wood, a fine noss-like substance, and splinters
carefully shaved fromtree branches with the sharp edge of G rocco's helnmet. They had all the
essential ingredients of fire except the spark

In that hour Cirocco's opinion of Gaby's kill had undergone a revolution. By the tine she had it
ski nned and Gaby had given up on the fire she knew she would cat it raw and be thankful for it.
"That thing didn't have any predators,” Cirocco said, around a nouthful. The neat was better than
she had expected, but could have used sone salt.

"It sure didn't act like it," Gaby agreed. She squatted on the other side of the carcass and her
eyes roamed the ground over Cirocco's shoulder. G rocco was doing the sane thing.

"That could nean no predators big enough to bother us." Dinner was a drawn-out affair because of
all the chew ng necessary. They spent the tinme exam ning the carcass. The aninal didn't seemtoo
remarkable to Crocco's untrai ned eyes. She wi shed Calvin was there to tell her if she was w ong.
The neat, skin, bones and fur were of the usual colors and textures, and even snelled right. There
were organs she couldn't identify.

"The skin ought to be good for something," Gaby pointed out. "W could nmake cl othes out of it."
Crocco winkled her nose, "If,you want to wear it, go ahead. It's probably going to stink pretty
soon. And it's warm enough so far without clothes.”

It didn't seemright to |l eave the biggest part of the ani mal behind, but they decided they had to.
They both kept a | eg bone for use as a weapon, and Cirocco hacked off a large chunk of nmeat while
Gaby cut strips of skin to tie the spacesuit parts together. She made a crude belt for herself and
tied her things to it. Then they started downstream agai n.

They saw nore of the kangaroo creatures, both singly and in groups of three or six. There were
other, smaller aninals that nmoved up and down the tree trunks alnost too fast to see, and stil
nmore that stayed close to the water's edge. None of themwere hard to approach. The tree animals,
when they held still |ong enough to exam ne, didn't seemto have heads. They were blue balls of
short fur with six clawed feet sticking out around the edges, and they noved in any direction with
equal case. The nouth was on the underside, centered in a star of |egs.

The countryside began to change. Not only did they see nore aninmals, but there were nore varieties
of plant life. They plodded on through |light that was turned pale green by the forest canopy, one
hundred t housand steps to the twenty-four-hour day.

Unfortunately, they soon lost count. The huge, sinplified trees gave way to a hundred different
species, and a thousand kinds of flowering shrubs, trailing vines, and parasitic growhs. The only
things that renmai ned constant were the streamthat was their only guide, and the tendency of
Thernis trees to be gigantic. Any one of themwould have rated a plaque and a tourist turn-out in
Sequoi a National Park

It was no longer quiet, either. During their first day of travel Cirocco and Gaby had only the
sounds of their own footsteps and the clatter of their salvaged suits to keep them conpany.

Now the forest twittered and barked and yanmered at them The neat tasted better than ever when
they stopped for a rest.

Cirocco wolfed it down, sitting back to back with Gaby beside the gnarled trunk of a tree that was
war ner than any tree should have been, with soft bark and roots that knotted into burls big- ger
than houses. Its upper branches were lost in the incredible tangle overhead.

"I'l'l bet there's more life in those trees than there is on the ground,"” Cirocco said.

"Look up there," Gaby said. "lI'd say sonebody wove those vines together. You can see water |eaking
out the bottom"

"W ought to talk about that. Wat about intelligent life in here? How woul d we recognize it?

That's one of the reasons | tried to stop you fromkilling this animal."
Gaby nunched thoughtfully. "Should | have tried to talk to it first?"
"I know, | know. | was nore afraid it would turn around and bite your legs off. But now that we
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know how unaggressive it is, maybe we ought to do just that. Try to talk to one.",

"How stupid, you mean. That thing didn't have half the brain of a cow. You could see that in its
eyes."

"You're probably right"

"No, you're right. | nean, |I'mright, but you're right that we should be nore careful. 1'd hate to
cat sonmething | ought to he talking to. Hey, what was that?"

It wasn't a noise, but the realization that noi se had ceased. Only the splash of water and the
hi gh hiss of |eaves disturbed the silence. Then, building so quietly and so slowy that they had
been bearing it for mnutes before they could identify it, came a vast npan

God might noan like that, if He had | ost everything He had ever loved, and if He had a throat |ike
an organ pipe a thousand kiloneters long. It continued to build on a note that sonehow nanaged to
rise without ever straying fromthe utternost lower limts of human hearing. They felt it in their
bowel s and behind their eyeballs.

It already seened to fill the universe, and yet still it got louder. It was joined by the sound of
a string section: cellos and el ectronic basses. Treading lightly on top of this massive tonal

floor were supersonic hissing overtones. The ensenble grew | ouder when it was not possible that it
coul d grow | ouder.

Cirocco thought her skull would shatter. She was dimy aware of Gaby huggi ng her. They stared

sl ack-j awed as they were showered by dead | eaves fromthe vault overhead. Tiny animals fell

twi sting and bounci ng. The ground began to throb in synmpathy. It yearned to fly apart and hurl
itself into the air. A dust- devil skittered indecisively, then dashed itself to pieces on the
bones of the tree where they huddl ed. They were |l ashed with debris.

There was crashi ng above them and a wind began to reach down to the forest floor. A nmassive
branch enbedded itself in the niddle of the stream By then the forest was swayi ng and creaking,
protesting: gunshots, and nails wenched fromdry wood.

The viol ence reached a plateau and stayed at that |evel. The wi nds seened to be about sixty

kil ometers per hour. Hi gher up it sounded nmuch worse. They stayed low in the protection of the
tree roots and watched the stormrage around them Cirocco had to shout to be heard above the bass
noani ng.

"What do you suppose could cause it to cone up so fast?"

"I have no idea," Gaby yelled back. "Local heating or cooling, a big change in the air pressure.
don't know what woul d cause that, though. "

"I think the worst is over. Hey, your teeth are chattering.”

"lI"mnot scared anynore. |I'mcold.”

Cirocco was feeling it, too. The tenperature was plunging. in just a few mnutes it had gone from
balny to chilly, and now she judged it was getting down around zero. Wth the wind coming at sixty
klicks, it was no |laughing natter. They huddl ed togeth- er, but she could feel the heat being
sucked from her back

"We've got to get to sone kind of shelter,’
"Yeah, but what?"

Nei t her of themwanted to nove fromwhat little shelter they had. They tried covering each other
with dirt and dead | eaves, but the wind blew it away.

When they were sure they would freeze to death, the wind stopped. it did not diminish; it stopped
dead, and Cirocco's cars popped so hard it hurt. She could not hear until she forced a yawn.

"Ww. |'ve heard of pressure changes, but nothing like that." - The forest was quiet again. Then
Cirocco found that if she listened carefully she could hear the dyi ng ghost of whatever had made
the nmpani ng sound. It made her shiver in a way that had nothing to do with the cold. She had never
t hought of herself as inaginative, but the npan had sounded so human, though on such a mghty
scale. It made her want to lie down and die.

"Don't go to sleep, Rocky. W' ve got sonething else.”

"What now?" She opened her eyes and saw a fine white powder drifting through the air. It sparkled
in the pale light.

"I'd call it snow." They went as fast as they could to keep their feet fromgetting nunb, and
Cirocco knewit was only the still air that saved them It was cold; even the ground was cold for
a change. Ciroc- co felt drugged. It could not be possible. She was a spaceship captain; how had
she ended up trudgi ng through a snowstormin her bare skin?

But the snow was transitory. At one point it was a few centinmeters deep on the ground, but then
the heat began to well up frombelow and it nelted quickly. Soon the air was getting warner. Wen
they felt it was safe, they found a place on the warm ground and went to sleep

she yell ed

The haunch of neat did not snell too good when they awoke, and neither did Gaby's hide belt. They
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threwit all away and washed in the stream then Gaby killed another of the animals they had begun
to call smilers. It was as easy as it had been the last tine.

They felt nmuch better after breakfast, which they supplenented with sone of the | ess exotic fruits
they found in great profusion. Cirocco |iked one that | ooked |ike a |lunpy pear but had neat |ike a
melm It tasted |ike sharp cheddar cheese.

She felt as if she could march all day, but it turned out that they could not. The stream their
gui de for the whole journey so far, vanished in a large hole at the base of a hill

The two of them stood on the edge of the hole ;and | ooked dowmn. It gurgled like the drain of a

bat htub, but at long intervals nmade a sucking sound followed by a deep belch. Crocco didn't |ike
it, and edged away.

"Maybe |I'mcrazy," she said, "but | wonder if this is where the thing that ate us gets its water?

"Could be. I"'mnot diving into find out. So what's next?" "I wish | knew "

"W could go back to where we started and wait there." Gaby did not seem ent husiastic about that
i dea.

"Dam! | thought sure we'd find a place to ook around if we went far enough. Do you think the
whol e inside of Themis is one big rain forest?"

Gaby shrugged. "I don't have enough information, obviously." Crocco chewed it over for a while.

Gaby was apparently willing to let her nmake the decisions. "Ckay. First we go to the top of this
hill and see what it's like. One nore thing 1'd like to try if there's nothing worthwhile up there
is toclinb one of these trees. Maybe we could get high enough to see sonething. Do you think we
could do it?"

Gaby studied a trunk. "Sure, in this gravity. That's no guarantee we'll be able to stick our heads
out, though."

"I know. Let's go up the hill."

It was steeper than the countryside they had cone through. There were places where they had to use
hands and feet, and Gaby | ed the way through those because she had nore experi- ence in rock
clinbing. She was agile, nmuch snmaller and nore |inber than Crocco, and soon Cirocco felt every
nmonth of the age di fference between them

"Holy shit, take a |l ook at that!"

"What is it?" Crocco was a few neters behind. Wien she | ooked up she saw only Gaby's | egs and
buttocks, froma distinctly unusual angle. It was odd, she thought, that she had seen all the male
crew nmenbers naked, but had to come to Themis to see Gaby. What a strange creature she was with no
hai r.

"We've found our scenic viewoint,'

Gaby said. She turned around and gave Cirocco a hand.

There were trees growing on the brow of the hill, but they did not approach the hei ght of the ones
behi nd them Though they were dense and overgrown with vines, none was over ten neters tall
Crocco had wanted to clinb the hill to see what was on the other side. Now she knew. The hil

didn't have an other side.

Gaby was standing a few neters fromthe edge of a cliff. Wth every step Grocco took the view
adjusted itself, receding, enconpassing nore area. Wien she stood besi de Gaby she still could not
see the cliff face, but she had sone idea of how |long the drop was. It would he nmeasured in

kil ometers. She felt her stomach |urch

They stood at-a natural w ndow forned by a twenty-neter gap between the outernost trees. There was
nothing in front of thembut air for 200 kil onmeters.

They were at the edge of the rim |ooking across the breadth of Themis to the other side. Over
there was a hairline shadow that m ght have been a cliff like the one they were standi ng on. Above
the Iine was green land, fading to white, then to gray, and finally becoming a brilliant yellow as
her eyes traveled up the sloping side to the translucent area in the roof.

Her eyes were drawn back down the curve to the distant cliff. Belowit was nore green land, with
whi te cl ouds huggi ng the ground or towering up higher than she was. It |ooked |ike the view froma
mount ai ntop on Earth, but for one thing. The ground seened | evel until she |ooked to the left or
right.

It bent. She gul ped, and craned her neck, twisting, trying to nake it level, trying to deny that
far away the |l and was higher than she was wi thout ever having risen

She gasped and clutched at the air, then went down on hands and knees. It felt better that way.
She edged closer to the abyss and kept |ooking to her left. Far away was a | and of shadow, tilted
on its side for her exanm nation. A dark sea twinkled in the night, a sea that sonmehow di d not

| eave its shores and cone spilling toward her. On the other side of the sea was another area of
light, like the one in front of her, dwindling in the distance. Beyond it her view was cut off by
the roof overhead, seeming to belly down to neet the |and. She knew it was an illusion of the
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perspective; the roof would be just as high if she stood beneath it at that point.

They were on the edge of one of the areas of permanent day. A hazy term nator began to bl anket the
land to her right, not sharp and clear |like the terninator of a planet seen from space, but fad-
ing through a twilight zone she estimated to be thirty or forty kil oneters w de. Beyond that zone
was ni ght, but not blackness. There was a huge sea in there, twice as large as the one in the
other direction, looking as if bright noonlight was falling on it. it sparkled like a plain of

di anond.

"Isn't that the direction the wind cane fron?" Gaby asked. "Yeah, if we didn't get turned around
by a curve in the river." "I don't think we did. That |ooks like ice to ne."

Cirocco agreed. The ice sheet broke up as the sea narrowed to a neck, eventually beconing a river
that ran in front of her and enptied into the other sea. The country over there was noun- tainous,
rugged as a washboard. She did not understand how the river could thread its way through the
mountains to join the sea on the other side. She decided the perspective was fooling her. Water

woul d not flow uphill, even in Thenis.
Beyond the ice was anot her daylight area, this one brighter and yellower than the others she could
see, like desert sands. To reach it, she would have to travel across the frozen sea.

"Three days and two nights," Gaby said. "That worked out pretty well fromthe theory. | said we'd
he able to see alnpost half the inside of Thems fromany point. Wiat | didn't figure on were those
t hi ngs. "

Crocco followed Gaby's pointing finer to a series of what |ooked |ike ropes that started on the

| and bel ow and angl ed up- ward to the roof. There were three of themin a line alnost directly in
front of them so that the nearest partially concealed the other two. Cirocco had seen them
earlier, but had skipped over them because she could not understand it all at once. Now she | ooked
closer, and frowned. Like a depressing nunber of things in Them s, they were huge.

The nearest one could serve as a nodel for all the rest. It was fifty kilonmeters away, but she
could see that it was nmade of perhaps one hundred strands wound together. Each strand was 200 or
300 neters thick. Further detail was |ost at that distance.

The three in the row all angled steeply over the frozen sea, rising 150 kiloneters or nore unti
they joined the roof at a point she knew nmust be one of the spokes, seen fromthe inside. It was a

conical nmouth, like the bell of a trunpet that flared to becone the roof and sides of the rim
encl osure. At the far edge of the bell, some 500 kil onmeters away, she could nake out nore of the
ropes.

There were nore cables to her left, but these went straight up

to the arched ceiling and di sappeared through it. Beyond them were other rows that angled toward
t he spoke nouth she could not see from her vantage point, the one over the sea in the nountains.
Where the cables joined the ground, they pulled it up into broad-based nountains.

"They |l ook like the cables on a suspension bridge," Crocco said.

"I agree. And | think that's what it is. There's no need for tow ers to support it. The cables
can be fastened in the center. Them s is.a circul ar suspension bridge."

Cirocco eased herself closer to the edge. She stuck her head over and | ooked down two kil onmeters
to the ground.

The clifi was as near perpendicular as an irregular surface fea- ture can be. Only near the bottom
did it beginto flare out to neet the | and bel ow.

"You aren't thinking of going down that, are you?" Gaby asked.

"The thought had entered ny mind, but | sure don't feel good about it. And what would be better
down there than up here? W've got a pretty good idea we could survive up here." She stopped. Ws
that to he their only goal ?

G ven the chance, she woul d take adventure to security, if se- curity nmeant building a but from
sticks and settling dowmn to a diet of raw neat and fruit. She would be crazy in a nonth.

And the | and bel ow was beautiful. There were inpossibly steep nountains with shining blue | akes
set in themlike genms. She could see waving grasslands, dense forests, and far to the east, the
broodi ng m dni ght sea. There was no telling what dan- gers that |land concealed, but it seened to
call to her.

"W m ght shinny down those vines," Gaby said, reaching over the edge and pointing out a possible
I ine of descent.

The cliff face was encrusted with plants. The jungle spilled over the edge like a frozen torrent
of water. Massive trees grew fromthe bare rock face, clinging |ike bamacles. The rock itself
could be seen only in patches, and even there the news was not all bad. it |ooked like a basaltic
formation, a closely packed sheaf of crystal pillars with broad hexagonal platforns where col ums
had broken off.

"I't's do-able," Crocco said, at last. lit wouldn't he easy or safe. W'd have to think of a
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pretty good reason for trying it."
there, she thought.

"Hell, 1 don't want to be stuck up here, either,"” Gaby said, with a grin.

"Then your troubles are over," said a quiet voice from behind them

Every muscle in Crocco's body tensed. She bit her lip, forcing herself to nove slowy until she
was safely away fromthe edge

"Up here. 1've been waiting for you."

Sitting on a tree linb. three neters fromthe ground, his bare feet dangling was Calvin G eene.

Somet hi ng better than the fornless urge she felt to be down

CHAPTER SEVEN

Before Cirocco quite had a chance to settle down, they were all sitting in a circle and Calvin was

t al ki ng.

"I came out not far fromthe hole where the river disappears,” he was saying. "That was seven days
ago. | heard you on the second day."

"So why didn't you call us?" Cirocco asked. Calvin held up the remains of his hel net.

"The m ke is missing," he said, extricating the broken end of wire. "I could listen, but not
transmit. | waited. | ate fruit. | just couldn't seemto kill any of the aninmals." He spread his

broad bands, and shrugged.

"How did you know this was the right place to wait?" Gaby asked

"I didn't know, for sure.”

"Well," Cirocco said. She sl apped her palns on her |egs, and then |aughed. "Well. Fancy that. just
when we' d about given up hope of finding anybody el se, we stunble over you. It's too good to be
true. Isn't it, Gaby? "

"Huh? Ch, yeah, it's great."

"It's good to see you folks, too. I've been listening to you for five days now. It's nice to hear
a famliar voice."

"Has it really been that |ong?"

Calvin tapped a device on his wist. It was a digital watch

"It's still keeping perfect time," he said. "Wien we get back, I'"'mgoing to wite a letter to the
manuf acturer."”

"I'"d thank the naker of the watchband,” Gaby said. "Yours is steel and nine was |eathery

Cal vin shrugged. "I remenber it. It cost nore than | nmade in a nonth, as an intem"”

"It still seens like too nmuch time. W only slept three tinmes.” "I know. Bill and August are
havi ng the sane trouble Judgi ng

time. pi

Cirocco | ooked up

"Bill and August are alive?"

"Yeah, 1've been listening to them They're down there, on the bottom | can point to the place.
Bill has his whole radio, lIike you two. August only had a receiver. Bill picked out sonme | and-

mar ks and started tal king about how we could find him He sat still for two days, and August found
himpretty quick. Now they call out regular. But August only asks for April, and she cries a lot."
"Jesus," Cirocco breathed. "I guess she would. You don't have any idea where April is, or Gene?"

"I thought | heard CGene once. Crying, like Gaby said." Cirocco thought it over, and frowned.
"Way didn't Bill hear us, then? He'd be listening in, too."

"It nmust have been |ine-of-sight problens,” Calvin said. "The cliff was cutting you off. I was the
only one who could listen to both groups, but | couldn't do anything about it."

"Then he'd hear us now., if---"

"Don't get excited. They're asleep now, and they won't hear you. Those earphones are |like a gnat
buzzi ng. They ought to wake up in five or six hours." He | ooked fromone of themto the other
"The smart thing for you folks is to get sone sleep, too. You ve been wal king for twenty-five
hours."

This time, Ciracco had no trouble believing him She knew she was existing on the excitenent of
the nonent; her eyelids were drooping. But she couldn't give in yet.

"What about yourself, Calvin? Have you had any troubl e?" He raised one eyebrow. "Trouble?"

"You know what, |'mtalking about."

He seened to draw in on hinself

"I"mnot tal king about that. Not ever."

She was inclined not to push it. He seened peaceful, as if he had cone to terns with sonething.
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Gaby stood up and stretched, yawni ng hugely.

"I'"'mfor the sack," she said. "Wiere do you want to stretch out, Rocky?"

Cal vin stood up, too. "l've got a place |'ve been working on," he said. "It's up here in this
tree. You two can use it, and I'Il stay up and listen for Bill."

It was a bird' s nest woven fromtwi gs and vines. Calvin had lined it with a feathery substance.
There was plenty of room but Gaby chose to get close, as they had been doing before. Crocco
wondered if she ought to call a halt to it, but decided it didn't matter.

"Rocky? "

"What is it?"

"I want you to be careful around him"

sirocco came back fromthe edge of sleep. "Mummph? Cal vi n?"

" Sonet hi ng' s happened to him"

Crocco | ooked at Gaby with one bl oodshot eye. "Go to sleep, Gaby, okay?" She reached around and
patted her |eg.

"Just watch out," Gaby nuttered.

If only there was some sign to mark the norning, G rocco thought, yawning. It would nmake getting
up a lot easier. Sonmething like a rooster, or the sun's rays coming in at a different slant.

Gaby was still asleep beside her. She disentangled herself and stood on the broad tree |inb.
Cal vin was not around. Breakfast was within arm s reach: purple fruit the size of a pineapple. She
pi cked one and ate it, rind and all. She began to clinb.

It was easier than it | ooked. She went up al nbst as fast as she could have clinbed a | adder. There
were definitely things to be

said for one-quarter gee, and the tree was ideal for clinbing, better than anything she had seen
since she was eight years old. The knobby bark provided handbol ds where |inbs were scarce. She

pi cked up a few scratches to add to her collection, but it was a price she was willing to pay.

She felt happy for the first tinme since her arrival in Thems. She didn't count the neeting with
Gaby and Cal vin, because those had been so enptional they had verged on hysteria. This was just
feeling good.

"Hell, it's been longer than that," she nmuttered. She had never been a gl oony person. There had
been sone good tinmes aboard R ngrnaster, but little out-and-out fun. Trying to recall the |ast
time she had felt this good, she decided it was the party when she | earned she had her conmand
after seven years of trying. She grinned at the nenory; it had been a very good party.

But she soon put all thought fromher nind and let her soul flowinto the endeavor itself. She was
aware of every nuscle, every inch of skin. There was an astoni shing anmount of freedomin clinbing
atree with no clothes on. Her nudity, until now, had been a nui sance and a danger. Now she | oved
it. She felt the rough texture of the tree under her toes, and the supple flex in the tree |inbs.
She wanted to yodel like Tarzan

As she approached the top, she heard a sound that had not been there before. It was a repeated
crunching, conming froma point she couldn't see through the yell owgreen |eaves, in front of her
and a few neters down.

Proceedi ng nore cautiously, she eased herself onto a horizontal Iinb and sidled toward the open
air.
There was a blue-gray wall in front of her. She had no idea what it might be. The ennthing cane

again, louder, slightly above her. A tuft of broken branches noved in front of her and out of
sight. Then, with no warning, the eye appeared.

"Ww " she yel ped, before she could get her nmouth shut. Wthout quite recalling how she got to be'
there she was three neters back, bouncing with the notion of the tree and staring transfixed at
the nonstrous eye. It was as wide as her out- stretched arms, glistening with noisture, and
astoni shi ngly hunan.

I't blinked.

A thin menbrane contracted fromall sides, |like a camera aperture, then snapped open again,
literally quick as a w nk.

She broke all records getting down, not feeling it when she scraped her knee, yelling all the way.
Gaby was awake. She had a thighbone in her hand, and | ooked ready to use it.

"Down, down!" Cirocco yelled. "There's sonmething up there. It could use this tree for a
toothpick." She levitated the last eight nmeters, hit the ground on all fours, and was on her way
down the hill when she collided with Calvin.

"Didn't you hear ne? We've got to get out of here. There's this thing-.-"

"I know, | know," he soothed, putting out his hands, palns toward her. "I know all about it, and
it's nothing to worry about. | didn't have tinme to tell you before you went to sleep."
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Cirocco felt deflated, but far fromsoothed. it was terrible to have that much nervous energy and
nothing to do with it. Her feet wanted to run. instead, she blew up at him

"Well shit, Calvin! You didn't have tinme to tell ne about a thing like that? What is it, and what
do you know about it?"

"That's our way off this cliff," he said. "H's name is--" he pursed his lips and whistled three
clear notes with a warble at the end, "- but | see that's awkward to use nixed with English. |
call him Wistlestop."”
"You call him Whistl estop,
"That's right. He's a blinp."

Cirocco repeated, nunbly.

"A blinm."
He | ooked at her oddly and she gritted her teeth.
"He |1 ooks nore like a dirigible, but he's not, because he doesn't have a rigid skeleton. I'll cal

hi m and you can see for yourself.
tune with odd nusical intervals.
"He's calling him" Cirocco said.
"So | heard," Gaby said. "Are you okay?"

"Yeah. But ny hair's going to cone back in gray."

There was an answering series of trills from above, then noth- ing happened for several nminutes.
They wai t ed.

Whi stl estop bulged into view fromthe left. He was 300 or 400 neters fromthe cliff face,
traveling parallel to it, and even that

He put two fingers to his lips and whistled a | ong, conplex

far away they could see only a little of him He was a solid blue- gray curtain being drawn across
their view Then Cirocco spot- ted the eye. Calvin whistled again, and the eye swivel ed aimessly,
eventual ly finding them Calvin | ooked back over his shoul der

"He don't see so good," he explained. "Then I'mfor staying out of his way. Like in the next
county." "That wouldn't he far enough," Gaby said, awed. "Hi s ass

woul d be in the next county." The nose di sappeared and Whi stlestop continued to glide past. And
glide past. And glide, and glide, and glide. There seened to he no end to him

"Where's he going?" Cirocco asked. "It takes hima while to stop,"” Calvin explained. "He'll get
squared away pretty soon."

Cirocco and Gaby finally joined Calvin at the edge so they could see the whol e operation

Whi stlestop the blinmp was a full kilometer fromstemto stem Al he needed to | ook |ike a bigger-
than-life-size replica of the German airship H ndenberg was a swastika painted on his tall.

No, Cirocco decided, that was not quite true. She was an air- ship enthusiast, had been active in
the NASA project to build one alnost as big as Wistlestop. Wiile working with the project

engi neers, she had cone to know the design of the LZ-129 quite well.

The shape was the sane: an el ongated cigar, blunt at the nose, tapering to a point at the stem
There was even sone sort of gondol a slung beneath, though farther back than in the H ndenberg. The
color was won& and the texture of the skin. No bracing structure was visible; Wistlestop was
snooth, like the old Goodyear blinps, and now that she could see himin the |ight he shone with a
nmot her - of -pear| iridescence and a hint of oiliness over the basic bl ue-gray.

And Hi ndenberg had not had hair. Whistlestop did, along a transverse ventral ridge, grow ng

thi cker and | onger am dships, thinning out to a sparse blue down toward the ends. A clutch of
delicate tendrils hung beneath the central nodule, or gondola, or whatever it was.

Then there were the eyes, and the tail fins. Crocco saw one side-|ooking eye, and thought there
were probably nore. Instead of four flight surfaces at the tail Wistlestop had only three: two
hori zontal ones and one rudder. Cirocco could see themflexing as the nmonstrous thing struggled to
turn its nose toward them at the sane time backing up half its length. The fins were thin and
transparent, like the wings of a man-powered O Neil flyer, and supple as a jellyfish

"You ... uh, you talk to this thing?,, she asked Calvin. "Pretty well." He was smling at the

bl i np, happier than Crocco had ever seen him

"I't's an easy | anguage to |earn, then?"

He frowned. "No, | don't think you could say that."

"You' ve been here-how | ong? Seven days?"

"l tell you, | know howto talk toit. |I know a |lot about it."

"Then how did you learn it?"

The question obviously troubled him. "I woke up knowing it."

"Say agai n?"

"I just knowit. When | first saw him | knew all about him Wen he tal ked, | understood. As

sinmple as that."
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It was far fromthat sinple, Crocco was sure. But he obviously did not want to be pressed on the
questi on.

It took the better part of an hour for Whistlestop to position hinmself, then to nose in carefully
until he nearly touched the side of the cliff. During the operation, Gaby and C rocco noved well
back. They felt better when they sawits nouth. It was a neter-wi de slash, ridiculously tiny for a
creature of Wistlestop's size, set twenty neters below the forward eye. There was a separate
orifice below the nouth: a sphincter nuscle that dou- bled as a pressure-relief valve and whistle.
A long, rigid object protruded fromthe nouth and extended to

the ground.

"C rmon," Calvin said, beckoning to them "Let's get aboard." Neither Gaby nor G rocco could think
of aline to go wth

that. They just stared at him He | ooked exasperated for a nb- nment, then sniled again.

"I guess it's hard for you to believe, but it's true. | do know a | ot about these things. |'ve

al ready been for a ride. He's perfectly

willing; he's going our way anyhow. And it's safe. He only cats plants, and very little of that.
He can't cat too nmuch, or held sink." He put a foot on the | ong gangpl ank and wal ked toward the
entrance.

"What's that thing you' re standing on?" Gaby asked. "I guess you could call it his tongue."

Gaby started to laugh, but it had a holl ow sound, and died in a cough. "lIsn't that all just a bit
too ... | mean, Jesus, Calvini There you stand on the damm thing's tongue, asking me to walk into
his mouth, danmt. | suppose at the end of ... shall we call it the throat? At the end of the
throat is sonething that's not really a stomach but just serves the sane purpose. And those juices
that start flowi ng over us, you'll have a nice, glib explanation for that, too!"

"Hey, Gaby, | promse you, it's as safe as-"

"No, thank you!" Gaby shouted. "I may be Mana Pl auget's dunmbest daughter, but nobody ever said
didn't have the sense to stay out of some fuckin, nmonster's mouth. Jesus! Do you know what you're
asking? |'ve already been eaten alive once on this trip. I'"'mnot going to let it happen again."
She was scream ng by now, shaking, and her face was red. C - rocw agreed with everything Gaby
said, on an enotional |evel. She stepped onto the tongue, anyway. It was warm but dry. She
turned, and held out her hand.

"Conme on, shiprmate. | believe him"

Gaby stopped shaki ng and | ooked stunned. "You wouldn't |eave nme here?"

"Of course not. You're coming with us. W have to get down there with Bill and August. Conme on
where's the courage | know you have?”

"That's not fair," Gaby whined. "I'mnot a coward. You just can't ask ne to do that. "

"I am asking you. The only way to deal with your fear is to face it. Come on in."

Gaby hesitated a long time, then squared her shoul ders and marched up as if going to her

executi on.

“I'"ll do it for you," she said, "because | love you. | have to be with you, wherever you go, even
if it means we die together.™

Cal vin | ookedat Gaby strangely, but said nothing. They went

into the mouth, found thenselves in a narrow, translucent tube with a thin floor over even thinner
air. It was a |l ong wal k.

Anmi dshi ps was the | arge pouch she had seen fromthe outside. It was thick, clear material, a
hundred neters long by thirty wide, and the bottomwas covered in pul veri zed wood and | eaves.
There were snmall aninmals inside with them several snilers, a selection of snaller species, and
t housands of tiny snooth-skinned creatures smaller than shrews. Like the other aninmals they had
seen in Thenis, these paid no attention to them

They could see out on all sides, and found they were already sone distance fromthe cliff face.
"If this place isn't Wistiestop's stomach, what is it?" Crocco asked.

Cal vin | ooked puzzled. "I never said it wasn't his stomach. This is his food we're standingon."
Gaby npaned and tried to nm "back the way she had come in. Cirocco grabbed her and held her
down. She | ooked up at Cal vin.

"It's all right," he said. "He can only digest with the help of these little aninmals. He.cats
their end product. His digestive juices can't hurt you any nore than weak tea."

"You hear that, Gaby?" G rocco whispered in her ear. 'W're going to be all right. Cal mdown,

honey. "
"l h-hear. Don't be mad at ne. I'mfrightened."” "I know Cone on, stand up and | ook out. That'|
take your mind off it." She hel ped her up, and they wall owed over to the clear stomach wall. It

was |i ke wal king on a tranpoline. Gaby pressed her nose and hands to it and spent the rest, of the
trip sobbing and staring fixedly into space. Cirocco |eft her alone, and went to Cal vin.
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"You've got to be nore careful of her," she said, quietly. "The time in the darkness has affected
her more than us." She narrowed her eyes and searched his face. "Except | don't really know about
you. "

"I"'mall right,’
over."

"Funny. Gaby said pretty nmuch the sane thing. | can't see it that way."

he said. "But | don't want to talk about ny Iife before ny re-birth. That's

Cal vin shrugged, plainly not interested in what either of themthought.

"Al'l right. I'd appreciate it if you told me what you know. | don't care how you learned it if you
don't want to tell ne."
Calvin thought it over, and nodded. "I can't teach you their |anguage quickly. It's nostly tone

and duration, and | can only speak a pidgen version based on the |ower tones | can hear.

"They come in all sizes fromabout ten nmeters to slightly larg- er than Whistlestop. They often
travel in schools; this one has sone snaller attendants which you didn't see because they stayed
on his other side. There's sone of them now "

He pointed out the wi ndow, where a flight of six twenty- neter blinps jostled for position. They

| ooked |i ke ponderous fish. Crocco could hear shrill whistles.

"They're friendly, and quite intelligent. They don't have any natural enem es. They generate
hydrogren fromtheir food and keep it under a slight pressure. They carry water for ballast, drop
it when they want to rise, valve off hydrogen when they want to go down. Their skin is tough, but
if it gets tomthey usually die.

"They're not very maneuverabl e. They don'thave much fine control, and it takes thema long tine to
get noving. Afire can trap themsonetinmes. If they can't get away, they go up like a bonb."

"What about all these creatures in here?" Crocco asked. 'Do they need all of themto digest their
f ood?"

"No, just the little yellow ones. Those things can't eat anything but what a blinp prepares for
them You won't find themanywhere but in a blinp's stomach. The rest of these critters are |ike
us. Hitchhikers or passengers."

"I don't get it. Why does the blinp do it?', "It's synbiosis, conmbined with the intelligence to
make his own choices and do as he pleases. Hi s race gets along with other races in here, the
Titanides in particular. He does themfavors, and they return it by-"

"Titani des?" He snffled uncertainly, and spread his hands. "It's a word | substitute for a whistle
he uses. | only get a hazy idea of what they're |like because | can't do too well wth conpl ex
descriptions. | gather they're six-legged, and they're all females. | call them Titani des because
that's the name in Greek nythology for female Titans. |'ve been naming other things, too."

"Such as?"

"The regions and the rivers and the nountain ranges. | naned the |and areas after the Titans."
"What ... oh, yeah, | renenber now. " Calvin had studi ed nythol ogy as a hobby. "Wo were the

Ti tans, agai n?"
"The sons and daughters of Uranus and Gaea. Gaea appeared from Chaos. She gave birth to Uranus,

made hi m her equal, and they produced the Titans, six nmen and six wonen. | naned the days and
nights here after them since there's six days and six nights."
"I'f you naned all the nights after wonen, I'mgoing to think up nanmes of ny own."

He smiled. "No such thing. It's pretty nmuch at random Look back there at the frozen ocean. That
seened like it ought to be Oceanus, so that's what | called it. The country we're over now is
Hyperion, and that night over there in front of us, with the nountains and the irregular sea, is
Rhea. When you face Rhea from Hyperion, north is to your left and south is to your right. After
that, going around the circles haven't seen nost of these, you understand, but |I know they're
there-1 call them Crius, which you can just see, then around the bend are Phoebe, Tethys, Thea,
Metis, Dione, |apetus, Cronus, and Mienpbsyne. You can see Miernosyne on the other side of COceanus,
behind us. It looks |ike a desert."

Cirocco tried to string themall together in her head. "I'll never renmenber all that."

"The only ones that matter right now are Qceanus, Hyperion, and Rhea. Actually, not all the nanes
are Titans. One Titan is Thenmis, and | thought that would he confusing. And, well. . - ." He

| ooked away, with a sheepish grin. "I just couldn't recall the nanes of two Titans. | used Metis,

which is wisdom and Dione."

Cirocco did not really care. The nanes were handy, and in their own way, systematic. "Let nme guess
about the rivers. Mre nythol ogy?"

"Yeah. | picked the nine largest rivers in Hyperion-which

has got a hell of a lot of them as you can see-and named them after- the Muses. Down south over
there is Urania, Calliope, Terpsichore, and Euterpe, with Polyhymia in the twilight zone and
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feeding into Rhea. And over here on the north slope, starting at the cast-is Ml ponmene. Coser to
us are Thalia and Erato, which look |ike they nake a system And the one you cane down is a feeder
of the Cio, which is just about bel ow us now. "

Cirocco | ooked down and saw a bl ue ribbon w nding through dense green forest, followed it back to
the cliff face behind them and gasped.

"So that |s where the river went," she said.

It arched fromthe cliff face, nearly half a kil ometer bel ow where they had been standing, | ooking
solid and hard as netal for fifty neters before it began to break up. It fragnmented rapidly from
that point, reaching the ground as m st.

There were a dozen nore plunes of water issuing fromthe cliff, none so close or spectacular, each
with its attendant rain- bow. Froin her vantage point, the rainbows were lined up |ike croquet

wi ckets. It was breathtaking, alnost too beautiful to he real

"I'd like to have the post card concession for this place," she said. Calvin |aughed.

"You sell filmfor the camera, and 1'll sell tickets to the rides. Wat do you think of this one?"
Cirocco gl anced back at Gaby, still frozen to the window. "Reactions seemmixed. | like it okay.
What's the nanme for

the big river? That one that all the others join?"

"Ophion. The great serpent of the north wind. If you'll |look closely, you can see that it cones
out of a small |ake back there at the twilight zone between Menpbsyne and Qccanus. That | ake nust
have a source, and | suspect it's Ophion flow ng underground through the desert, but we can't see
where it goes under. Oher than that, it flows without a break, into seas and out of themon the
ot her side."

Cirocco traced the convoluted path and could see that Calvin was right. "I think a geographer
would tell you that it's not the sane river going into a sea as it is comng out," she said. "But
I know all the rules were nmade for Earth rivers. Ckay, so we'll call it a circular river."

"That's where Bill and August are,
that third tributary - "

Cal vin said, pointing. "About hal fway down the Cio, where

"Bill and August. W were supposed to try and contact them Wth all that conmotion about getting
on the blinp---"

"I borrowed your radio. They're up, and waiting for us. You can call themnow, if you like."
Cirocco got her helnet ring and radio from Gaby. "Bill, can you hear ne? This is Crocco."

"Uh ... yeah, yeah! | hear you. How are you doi ng?"

"About as well as you'd expect, riding in the stomach of a blinp. Wat about you? Did you cone
through it all right? No injuries?"

"No, I'mfine. Listen, I wish ... | wish | could say how good it feels to hear your voice."

She felt a tear on her cheek, and brushed it away.

"lIt's good to hear you, Bill. Wien you fell out that w ndow oh, damm! You woul dn't renenber that,
woul d you."

"There's a lot of things | don't renenber," he said. "W can straighten it all out later."
"I"'mdying to see you. Do you have any hair?"

"It's growing in all over ny body. We'd better let all this wait. W've got lots to tal k about, ne
and you and Calvin and . "

"Gaby," she pronpted, after what seened like a very |ong pause.

"Gaby," he said, without rmuch conviction. "You see |'"'ma bit confused about sone things. But it
shoul dn't be a problem"”

"Are you sure you're all right?" She felt cold suddenly, and rubbed her forearnms briskly.

"Sure thing. Wien will you he here?"

Crocco asked Calvin, who whistled a short tune. He was answered by another tune from sonmewhere
over head.

"Blinps don't have nuch idea of tine,
"I's that any way to run an airline?"

he said. "I'd say three or four hours."

CHAPTER EI GHT

Cirocco chose the front end of the gondola-it didn't help any- thing to think of it as a stomach-
to be by herself. Gaby was still petrified and Calvin was not nuch fun to talk to once he'd said
everything he knew about Wi stlestop. He wouldn't discuss the things Crocco wanted to know.

A handrail woul d have been nice. The gondola wall was clear as glass right down to her feet, and
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woul d have been clear there too but for the carpet of half-digested | eaves and branches. It nade
for a dizzying view

. They were passing over thick jungle, nuch like the country higher up on the clffi. The | and was
dotted with | akes. The river Cdio--broad, yellow, and sluggi sh-wound through it all: a rope of
water thrown to the ground to coil where it wished.

She was astonished at the clarity of the air. There were clouds over Rhea that built to

t hunder heads on the north shore of the sea, but she could see over them She could see to the
limts of the curve of Thenmis in both directions.

A school of big blinmps hovered at various heights around the suspension cabl e nearest Wi stlestop
She couldn't tell what they were doing there, but thought they night he feeding. The cabl e was
massi ve enough that trees could very well growon it.

Looki ng strai ght down, she could see the huge shadow Wi stl estop cast. The | ower they went, the
| arger the shadow became. After four hours it was tremendous, and they were still above the
treetops. Cirocco wondered how VWi stiestop pro- posed to set themon the ground. There was no
clear area renotely | arge enough to accommodat e him

She was startled to see two figwes standing at a bend in the river, on the west shore, waving at
her. She waved back, unsure if she could be seen

"So how do we get down?" she asked Cal vin.

He grimaced. "I didn't think you' d like this, so | didn't bring it up. No sense in having you
worry. We parachute.”

Crocco did not react, and he seened relieved.

"It's a cinch, really. Nothing to it. Safe as can be."

"Uh-huh. Calvin, | |ove parachuting. | think it's loads of fun. But | |like to inspect and pack ny

own chute. | like to know who nade it, and if it's a good one." She | ooked around her. "Correct ne
if I"'mwong, but | didn't see you carrying any aboard."

"Wistlestop has 'em " he said. "It never fails." Again Crocco said nothing.

"Il go first," he said, persuasively. "So you can see." "Uh-huh. Calvin, do | understand this is
the only way down? "Short of going about a hundred kil onmeters east to the plains.

Whi stiestop will take you there, but you'll have to wal k back through a swanp."

Cirocco | ooked at the ground, not really seeing it. She breathed in deeply, then exhal ed.
"Right. Let's see these chutes." She went to Gaby and touched her shoul ders, pulled her gently

away fromthe side wall, and guided her toward the back of the gondola. She was docile as a child.
Her shoul ders were stiff, and she was shaki ng.
"l can't really showthemto you," Calvin said. "Not until | junp. They're produced when you bai

out. Like this."

He reached up and grasped a handful of dangling, white tendrils. They stretched. He began
separating themuntil he had a | oose netting. The stuff was like taffy, but held its shape when it
wasn't pul | ed.

He forced one leg through a gap in the netting, then the other. He pulled it up around his hips
and it formed a tight basket. He

pushed his arns through nore holes until his body was w apped in a cocoon

"You' ve junped before; you know the drill. Are you a good swi mer?"

"Very good, if nmy life is at stake. Gaby? You swimwell?" It took her a few nonents to becone
aware of them then a flickering interest grew in her eyes.

"Swin? Sure. Like a fish."

"Ckay," Calvin said. "Watch nme, and do what | do." He whistled, and a hole irised into being on
the floor in front of him He waved, stepped over the lip, and fell like a stone. Wich was not
all that fast in one-quarter gravity, but fast enough, Cirocco felt, with an untested chute.

The shrouds spun out behind himlike spider silk. Then canme a solid, pale blue sheet, tightly
bunched t oget her and gone in a second. They | ooked down in tinme to see and hear the flutter and
crack as the chute opened and grabbed air. Calvin fl oated down, waving to them

She gestured to Gaby, who donned the harness. She was so ea- ger to be out that she junped before
Cirocco could check the arrangenent.

That's two out of three, she thought, and put her foot through the third set of webs. They were
warm and el astic, and confort- able when she had themin place.

The junp was routine, if anything inside Them s could be so. The chute nmade a blue circle against
the yell ow sky above her. It seemed smaller than it should be, but apparently it was enough in the
|l ow gravity and high pressure. Grabbing a handful of shrouds, she guided herself toward the
river's edge

She hit standing up and got out of the harness quickly. The chute collapsed on the nuddy bank

al nost covering Gaby. She stood in knee-deep water and watched Bill conming toward her. It was hard
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not to laugh. He | ooked like a pale, plucked chicken with short stubble growing on his chest, his
| egs, arns, face, and scal p.

She put both hands on her forehead and rubbed them back over her fuzzy scalp, grinning wider as he
got cl oser.

"Am | like you remenber nme?" she said. "Even better." He splashed through the |ast few steps

bet ween them He put his arns around her and they kissed. She did not cry, did not feel the need
to though she was brinmming over w th happiness.

Bil | and August had done wonders in only six days, working with just the sharp edges of their suit
rings. They had built two shacks; a third had two sides and half a roof. They were made from
branches tied together and caked with nud. The roofs were slanted and thatched.

"The best we could do," Bill said, as he showed them around. "I was thinking in terns of adobe,
but the sun won't dry the nud fast enough. They keep out the wind, and nost of the rain."

i nside, the huts were two by two neters, covered with a thick layer of dry straw. Ci rocco could
not stand erect, but didn't think of objecting. Being able to sleep inside was nothing to | augh
at .

"We didn't have tine to finish the other one before you got here," he went on. "One nore day, with
the three of you hel ping. Gaby, this one is for you and Calvin. Me and Cirocco will nove into the
one over there that August used to have. She says she wants the new one." Neither Calvin nor Gaby
sai d anything, but Gaby was sticking close to G rocco.

August | ooked |ike hell. She had aged five years since Cirocco |ast saw her. She was a thin,

hol | ow eyed ghost with hands that shook constantly. She |ooked inconplete, as if half of her had
been hacked away.

"W didn't have tine to make a fresh kill today," Bill was say- ing. "W were too busy on the new
house. August, is there enough |left over from yesterday?"

"l think so," she said. "Wul dyougetit?"

She turned away. Bill caught Cirocco's eye, pursed his |lips, and shook his head slowy.

"Nothing at all fromApril, huh? " he said, softly. "Not a word. Gene, either."

"I don't know wh;at's going to happen to her."

After the neal Bill put themto work fiffishing the third hut. Wth two for practice, he had it
down to a routine. It was tedi- ous, but not physically difficult; they could nmove | arge |ogs
easily, but had a terrible tine cutting even the snmallest ones. As a result, the fruit of their

| abors was not pretty to | ook at.

When it was done, Calvin went into the hut he had been as- signed while August noved into another.
Gaby seenmed at a loss, but finally managed to stamer that she was going to | ook around the area,
and woul d not be back for several hours. She wandered off, |ooking forlorn.

Bill and Cirocco | ooked at each other. Bill shrugged, and gestured toward the renaining hut.
Crocco sat awkwardly. There were many things she wanted to ask, but she was hesitant to start.
"How was it for you?" she asked, finally.

"I'f you mean the time between the collision and waking up in here, I'mgoing to have to di sappoint
you. | don't renenber any of it."

She reached over and probed gently at his forehead.

"No headaches? Di zzi ness? Calvin should take a | ook at you."

He frowned. "Was | hurt? "

"Pretty bad. Your face was bl oody and you were out cold. That's all | could see in the few seconds
| had. But | thought your skull m ght be broken."

He felt his forehead, ran his fingers around to the sides and back of his head.

"l can't find any tender places. There weren't any bruises, either. G rocco, I-"

She put her hand on his knee. "Call me Rocky, Bill. You know you're the only one | didn't mnd it
from"

He scow ed, and | ooked away from her

"Al'l right, Rocky. That's what | need to talk to you about. It isn't just the . . . the dark

peri od, August called it. It isn't just that | can't renenber. |I'mpretty hazy about a | ot of

thi ngs. "

"Just how many thi ngs?"

"Li ke where | was born, how old | am or where | grew up or went to school. | can see ny nother's

face, but | can't renmenber her nanme, or if she's dead or alive." He rubbed his forehead.

"She's alive and very well in Denver, where you grew up,"” Cirocco said, quietly. "O she was when
she called us on your fortieth birthday. Her nane's Betty. W all |iked her."
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He seenmed relieved, then downcast again.

" 1'guess that neans sonething ," he said. "I did remenber her because she's inmportant to ne. |
remenbered you, too."

sirocco | ooked into his eyes. "But not nmy nane. is that what you're having trouble telling ne? "

"Yeah. " He | ooked miserable. '"isn't that a hell of a thing? August told ne your nane, but she
didn't tell me |I called you Rocky. That's kind of cute, by the way. | like that."
Crocco laughed. "I've been trying to kill that name nost of my adult life, but | always weaken

when somebody whispers it in my ear." She took his hand. "What el se do you renenber about nme? You
recall | was the Captain?"

"Ch, sure. | renenber you were the first female Captain I'd ever served under."

"Bill, in free-fall, it doesn't natter who's on top."

"That's not what |--" He sniled when he realized he was being kidded -"I wasn't sure about that,
either. DDd we ... | nmean were we . . . ?2 "

"Did we fuck?" She shook her head, not in negation, but in wonder. "Every chance we got, as soon
as | stopped chasing Gene and Calvin and noticed that the nost man on board was ny chief engi neer

Bill, I hope | don't hurt your feelings, but I kind of like you like this."

"Li ke what ?"

"You couldn't bring yourself to ask if we'd ... been intimate." She nade the pause as dramatic as
she coul d, |owering her eyes shyly, and he | aughed. "You were |like that before we got to know each
other. Shy. | think this is going to be like the first tinme all over again, and the first tine is

al ways special, don't you agree?" She blinked at himand waited what she felt was a reasonabl e
time, but he made no nmove, so she went to himand pressed close. it had not surprised heri she had
needed to nake her feelings quite clear the other first tinme, too.

When they broke the kiss he | ooked up at her and snil ed.

"1 wanted to tell you that | |ove you. You didn't give ne any tine."

"You never said that before. Maybe you shouldn't commt yourself until you get your nenory back."

"I think I mght not have known | |oved you before. Then ... all | was left with was your face and
a feeling. "" trust that. And | neant what | said."

"Mm You're nice. Do you renenber what to do with that?"

"I"'msure it'll cone back to ne with practice."

"Then | think it's tinme for you to start serving under ne again.
It was as joyous as a first tine, but wi thout the awkwardness that usually goes along with it.
Crocco forgot everything else. There was just enough light to see his face, just enough gravity
to make the heaps of straw softer than the finest silk.

The tineless quality of that |long afternoon had little to do with the unchanging |ight of Thenis
She didn't have any place she needed to be; there was no need to go anywhere, ever, for anything

"Now s the time for a cigarette,"” he said. "I wish | had one."

"And drop your ashes down on ne," she teased. "Filthy habit.

I wish | had sonme cocaine. It all went down with the ship."

"You can go straight. "

He had not withdrawn from her. She renenbered how nuch she had liked that in R ngmaster, waiting

to see if things would get going again. Wth Bill, they usually did.
This time was a little different.
"Bill, I"'mafraid |'"'mgetting a little irritated like this."

He eased his weight onto his hands. "The straw hurting your back? | can take a turn underneath if
you want."

"It's not the straw, honey, and it ain't ny back. It's a little nore personal than that. I'm
afraid you feel |ike sandpaper."”

"So do you, but | was nuch too polite to say it." He rolled off and put his arm under her

shoul ders. "Funny | didn't notice it a few minutes ago."

She | aughed. "If you'd grown spikes, | wouldn't have noticed it a few rates ago. But | wi sh we had
our hair back. | fell pretty silly like this, and it's unconfortable as hell."

"You think you got it had? I"'mgrowing it back all over. It's like fleas square-dancing on ny

skin. Pardon me while | scratch.” He did so, lustily, and Crocco hel ped himget the inpossible

pl aces on his back. "Aaaah. Did | say | |loved you? | was crazy, | didn't know what | ove neant. Now
I know. "

Gaby chose that nonent to walk in the door

"Pardon me, Rocky, but | was wondering if we should do sonething about the parachutes. One of them
already floated down the river."
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Crocco sat up quickly. "Do what with then®"
"Save them They m ght be useful ."

"You ... sure, Gaby. You nmight he right."

"I just thought it would be a good idea." She | ooked at the floor and shuffled her feet, glanced
at Bill for the first time. "Unh ... okay. | thought maybe | ... could nake sonething nice for
you." She hurried fromthe hut.

Bill sat up and put his el bows on his knees. "Was | reading too nuch into that?"

Crocco sighed. "I'mafraid not. Gaby's going to be a big problem She thinks she's in love with
me, too."

CHAPTER NI NE

"What do you nean, good-bye? Where are you goi ng?"

"I'"ve been thinking it over," Calvin said, quietly. He renoved his wistwatch and handed it to
Cirocco. "You people can use this better than I can."

Cirocco was about to burst with frustration

"And that's all the explanation we get? '|I've been thinking it over.' Calvin, we've got to stick
together. We're still an exploration party, and I'mstill your Captain. W' ve got to work together
toward getting rescued."

He smiled faintly. "And just how are we going to do that?" She wi shed he hadn't asked that

questi on.

"I haven't had time to work out a plan on that,"
we can do."

"You | et ne know when you think of sonething." "I'mordering you to stay with the rest of us."
"How are you going to stop me fromleaving if | want to go? Knock nme out and tie ne up? How nuch
energy is it going to take to guard nme all the tinme? Keeping nme here makes ne a liability. If |
go, | can be an asset."

" What do you nean, an asset?"

"Just that. The blinps can talk around the whole curve of Themis. They're great with news;
everybody here listens to them If you ever need nme for anything, |1'd cone back. Al 1'd have to
do is teach you a few sinple calls. Can you whistle?"

"Never nmind that," Crocco said, with an annoyed wave of her hand. She rubbed her forehead, and
al l owed her body to relax. If she was to make himstay, she had to talk himout of it, not
restrain him

"I still don't see why you want to go. Don't you like it here with us? "

"I ... no, not all that nuch. | was happier when | was alone. There's too nuch tension. Too much
bad feeling."

"We've all been through a lot. It ought to get better when we get sone things straightened out."
He shrugged. "Then you can call me, and I'Il try it again. But | don't care for the conpany of mny
own kind anynore. The blinps are freer, and wiser. |'ve never been happier than during that ride."
He was showi ng nore enthusiasmthan Cirocco had seen since the neeting on the cliff.

"The blinps are old, Captain. Both as individuals and as a race. \Wistlestop is maybe 3000 years
old."

"How do you know t hat? How does he know?"

"There are times of cold, and tines of warmh. | figure the-y nust be because Them s al ways stays
poi nted the sanme direction. The aids points close to the sun right now, but every fifteen years
the rimblocks the sunlight until Saturn nmoves and brings the other pole back toward the sun
There's years in here, but each of themis fifteen years |ong. Wiistlestop has seen 200 of them"
"Ckay, okay," G rocco said. "That's what we need you for, Calvin. Sonehow you're able to talk to
these things. You ve been learning fromthem Sonme of it might be inportant to us. Like these six-
| egged things, what did you call them... ?"

"Titanides. That's all | know about them™" "Well, you mght learn nore."

"Captain, there's too nuch to know. But you've |landed in the nost hospitable part of Thenis. Stay
put, and you'll be all right. Don't go into Oceanus, or even Rhea. Those places are dangerous. "
"See? How coul d we have known that? W need you."

"You don't understand. | can't learn about this place without going to see it. \Wistlestop's

| anguage is nostly out of ny range. "

Cirocco could feel the bitterness of defeat welling up inside her. Dam it, John Wayne woul d have
keel haul ed the bastard. Charles Laughton woul d have clapped himin irons.

she said, vaguely. "There's bound to be sonething
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She knew it would make her feel a lot better just to take a swing at the obstinate son of a bitch
but that would wear off quickly. She had never conmanded |i ke that. She had won and kept the
respect of her crew through showi ng responsibility and using the best w sdom she could bring to
bear on any situation. She could face facts, and knew Calvin was going to | eave them but it just
didn't feel right.

And why not? she wondered. Because it |essened her authority?

That had to be part of it, and part of it was her responsibility for his welfare. But it cane back
to the problem she had faced fromthe beginning of her command: the |ack of enough role nodels for
a female ship's Captain. She had deternined to exanine all assunptions and use only those that
felt fight to her. just because it was right for Adniral Nelson in the British Navy did not nean
it was right for her.

There had to be discipline, surely, and there had to be authority. Naval Captains had been
demandi ng one and enforcing the other for thousands of years, and she did not intend to throw away
all that accunul ated experience. Wiere a Captain's authority was questioned, disaster usually
fol | owed.

But space was not the same, generations of science-fiction witers to the contrary. The peopl e who
explored it were highly intelligent, individualistic geniuses, the very best the Earth had to
offer. There had to be flexibility, and the NASA | egal code for deep-space voyages acknow edged
it.

Then there was the other factor she could never forget. She no longer had a ship. The worst thing
that coul d ever happen to a Captain had happened to her. She had | ost her command. It would be a
bitter taste in her nmouth for the rest of her life.

"All right," she said, quietly. "You're right. | can't spare the tinme and energy to guard you, and
I don't feel like killing you, except in a figurative sense."” She nmade herself stop when she

realized she was sitting her teeth, and deliberately relaxed her jaw. "I'mtelling you nowthat if
we get back, |I'mbringing you up on charges of insubordination. If you go, it will be against ny
wi shes, and against the interests of the mission."

"l accept that," he said, without enotion. "You'll conme to see that the last part is not true.
I'"ll be nore use where I'mgoing than | would be here. But we're not going back to Earth."

"We'll see. Now, why don't you teach sonebody how to call blinps? | find I'd rather not be around

you. "

In the end, Grocco had to | earn the whistle code, because she had the nmost nusical ability. Her
sense of pitch was near-perfect, and it was critical to the blinp speech

There were only three phrases to learn, the |ongest being seven notes and a trill. The first
translated as "good lifting," and was nothing but a polite greeting. The second was "I want
Calvin, " and the third was "Hel p! "

"Rermenber, don't call a blinp if you ve got a fire going."

"How optimistic you are."

"You'll make a fire soon enough. Uh, | was wondering... do you want ne to take August off your
hands? She might feel better if she was with me. We can cover nore ground | ooking for April."
"We can take care of our own casualties,"” Crocco said, coldly. "Watever you think is best."
"She's barely aware that you're |eaving, anyway. just get out of ny sight, will you?,’

August proved to be not as comatose as Cirocco had thought. Wen she heard Cal vin was | eavi ng, she
insisted on joining him After a brief battle, Crocco gave in, though with even nore mi sgivings
than before.

Whi stl estop cane in | ow and began spinning a cable. They watched it whip and twist in the air.

" Wiy is he willing to do this?" Bill asked. " Wat does he get out of it?"

"He likes nme," Calvin said, sinply. "Also, he's used to carrying passengers. The sentient species
pay for their rides by noving food fromhis first stomach into the second. He doesn't have the
muscles for it. He has to save on weight."

"Does everything here get along so well?" Gaby asked. "W haven't seen anything |like a carnivorous
animal so far."

"There are carnivores, but not many. Synbiosis is the basic fact of Iife. That, and worship.

Whi stl estop says all the higher Iife forns owe all egiance to a godhead, and the scat of divinity
is in the hub. |'ve been thinking of a goddess that rules the whole circle of the land. | call her
Gaea, for the G eek nother."

Crocco was interested, in spite of herself. "What is Gaea, Calvin? Sonme sort of primtive |egend,
or maybe the control room of this thing?"

"I don't know. Thenmis is a |lot older than Whistlestop, and a lot of it is unknown to him too."
"But who runs it? You said there were nmany races in here. Wich one? O do they cooperate?"
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"Again, | don't know. You've read the stories of generation ships where sonething went w ong and
everybody slipped back to savagery? | think something Iike that m ght he going on here. | know
somet hi ng' s worki ng somewhere. Maybe nmachines, or a race that stays in the hub. That nmay be the
source of the worship. But Wiistlestop is sure there's a hand on the wheel ."

Crocco scow ed. How could she let himgo, with all that in- formation in his head? It was spotty
and they had no way of knowi ng how much of it was true, but it was all they had.

But it was too late for second thoughts. His foot was in the stirrup at the end of the long line
August joined himand the blinp reeled themin.

"Captain!" he shouted, just before they disappeared. "Gaby shouldn't have called this place
Thems. Call it Gaea."

C rocco brooded about their departure, plunging into a black depression during which she sat on
the side of the river and thought about what she shoul d have done. No course seened right.

"What about his Hippocratic oath?" she asked Bill at one point. "He was sent along on this trip
for one damm thing, to take care of us if we needed it."

"I't changed us all, Rocky." Al but me, she thought, but did not say. At least, as far as she
could tell, she had suffered no lasting effects fromher experience. In a way, that was stranger

than what it had done to the others. It should have driven themall catatonic. |Instead, there was
an ammesi ac, an obsessive personality, a woman with an adol escent crush, and a man in love with
living airships. Crocco's was the only | evel head.

"Don't kid yourself," she nuttered. "You probably look as crazy to themas they do to you." But
she di scarded that notion, too. Bill, Gaby, and Calvin all knew they had been changed by their
experience, though Gaby would not admit that her love for Cirocco was a side-effect. August was
too distracted by her loss to think about anything at all

She wondered again about April and Gene. Wre they still alive, and if so, how were they taking
it? Were they alone, or had they nmanaged to |ink up?

They had a regular routine of listening and broadcasting, trying to contact the two, but nothing
cane of it. No one heard a man crying again, and no one heard anything from April.

Time drifted by, all but unnmarked. Cirocco had Calvin's watch to tell themwhen to sleep, but it
was hard to adjust to the unfailing light. She would never have suspected it of a group of people
who had lived in the artificial environnent of Ringmaster, where the day was set on the ship's
conputer and could be varied at will.

Life was easy,. Al the fruit they tried was edible, and seened to be nourishing them if there
were vitam n deficiencies they had yet to nake thensel ves known. Sone fruits were salty, and
others had a tang they hoped was vitamin C. Gane was plentiful, and easy to kill.

They were all used to the strict tinme-lines of an astronaut, where every chore is assigned by
ground control and the chief pastine is bitching about how it was inmpossible and yet doing it
anyway. They had been prepared to struggle for survival in a hostile environnment, but Hyperion was
about as hostile as the San Di ego Zoo. They had expected Robi nson Crusoe, or at |east the Sw ss
Fam |y Robi nson, but Hyperion was a creanpuff. They had not yet adjusted enough to think in terns
of a m ssion.

Two days after Calvin and August |left, Gaby presented Cirocco with clothes she had nmade fromthe
di scarded chutes. It touched Cirocco deeply to see the expression on Gaby's face when she tried it
on.

The outfit was half toga and half | oose pants. The material was thin, but surprisingly tough. It
had taken Gaby a lot of hard work to cut it into usable sizes and sew it together with thorn
needl es.

"If you can work out sonething for nobcassins,” she told Gaby " 1'Il pronpte you three grades when
we get hone."

" I"'mworking on it." Gaby glowed for a day after that, and was frisky as a puppy, brushing

agai nst Cirocco and her fine clothing at the slightest excuse. She was pathetically eager to

pl ease.

Cirocco was sitting by the side of the river, alone for once, and glad of it. Being the bone of
contention between two |overs was not to her taste. Bill was starting to get annoyed by Gaby's
behavi or, and seened to feel he should do sonething.

She reclined easily with a long |linber pole in one hand and watched a snmall wooden fl oat bob at
the end of her line. She let her thoughts drift over the problem of aiding any rescue party -that
m ght conme for them What mi ght he done to nake rescue easier?

It was a certainty that they couldn't get out of Gaea on their own. The best she could do would be
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to try contact the rescue party. She had no doubt one would arrive, and fewillusions that its
primary purpose woul d be rescue. The nmessages she had managed to send during the break-up of

Ri ngnaster described a hostile act, and the inplications of that were enornobus. Ring- naster's
crew woul d certainly be presuned dead, but Them s- Gaea woul d not be forgotten. A ship would
arrive soon, and it would be | oaded for bear.

"Al'l right," she said. "Gaea should have sone commruni cations facilities somewhere."

Probably in the hub. Even if the engines were there too, its central |ocation seenmed the |ogica
pl ace for controls. There m ght be people up there running things, and there night not. There was
no way to make the trip | ook easy, or the destination safe. It could be carefully guarded agai nst
entry and sabot age.

But if there was a radio up there, she should see what she could do about getting to it.

She yawned, scratched her ribs, and idly noved her foot up and down. The float bobbed in and out
of the water. it seened a good tinme for a snooze.

The float jerked, and vani shed beneath the muddy waters. Cirocco | ooked at it for a nonent, then
realized with mld surprise that sonething had taken the bait. She stood and began pulling in the
I'ine.

The fish had no eyes, no scales, and no fins. She held it up and | ooked at it curiously. It was
the first fish any of them had caught.

"What the hell am | doing?" she asked al oud. She tossed it back into the water, coiled her fishing
line, and started around the bend in the river toward canp. Hal f-way there, she began to run

"I'msorry, Bill, | know you put a lot of work into this place. But when they cone to get us, |
want to be working as hard as | can toward getting ourselves out," Cirocco said.

"I agree with you, basically. Wat's your idea?"

She expl ai ned her thinking about the hub, the fact that if there was a central technol ogica
control for this vast construct, it would be up there.

"I don't know what we'd find. Maybe nothing but cobwebs and dust, and everything down here is
still going by sheer inertia. O nmaybe the Captain and a crew waiting to blow us to pieces for
i nvadi ng their ship. But we have to |ook."

"How do you propose to get up there? "

"I don't know for sure. |I'massuning the blinps can't do it or they would know nore about this
goddess they tal k about. There nmay not even be any air in the spokes.™

"That would nmake it a bit tough,"Gby pointed out.

"W won't know until we |ook. The way to get up the spokes is the support cables. They should go
all the way up the insides, right to the top."

"My God," Gaby nuttered. "Even the slanted ones are a hundred kil oneters high. And that just
brings you to the roof. Fromthere it's another 500 kiloneters to the hub."

"My aching back," Bill groaned. "What's the matter with-you?" Crocco demanded. "I didn't say weld
climb them W'Ill decide that when we get a good |ook. What |'mtrying to tell you is that we're

i gnorant of this place. For all | know, there's an express elevator sitting in the swanp that
woul d take us all the way to the top. Or a little man selling helicopter tickets, or magic
carpets. W'll never know unless we start |ooking around."

"Don't get excited," Bill said. "I"'mw th you." "Mt about you, Gaby? "

"I go where you ga," she said, matter-of-factly. "You know that."

"A'l right. Here's ny thinking. There's a slanted cable to the west, toward OCccanus. But the river
flows the other way, and we could use that for transportation. W mght even get to the next row
of cables faster that way than beating through the ~le. | think we should head cast, toward Rhea."
"Calvin said we should stay out of Rhea,” Bill rem nded. "I didn't say weld go into it. if there's
anything that would be harder to take than this perpetual afternoon, it would have to he perpetua
night, so I'mnot anxious to go there anyway. But there's a |ot of country between here and there.
W could take a look at it."

"Admit it, Rocky. You're a tourist at heart." She had to smile. "Guilty. | thought a while ago,
here we axe in this incredi ble place. W know there are a dozen intelligent races in here. Wat do

we do? Sit around and flsh. Well, not ne. |I feel like nosing around. It's what they were paying us
for, and bell, it's what | |ike. Maybe | want sone adventure."

"My god," Gaby said again, with a hint of chuckle. "Wat nore could you ask? Elasn't enough
happened?"

"Adventures have a way of t~ around and biting you," Bill said.

"Don't | know it. But we're heading down that river, anyway. |'d |ike to get going after the next
sleep period. | feel like |I've been drugged.”
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Bill considered that for a nonment. "Do you think that's possible? Sonmething in one of the fruits?"
"Huh? You've been reading too much sci-fi, Bill.,
"Listen, you don't knock ny reading habits and I won't knock your old black and white flat fil ms.

"But that's art. Never mnd. | guess it's possible we've eaten sonething that tranquilizes but |
really think it's just ol d-fashi oned | azi ness."

Bill stood and reached for his non-existent pipe. He | ooked annoyed to have forgotten yet again
then dusted off his hands.

"It'1l take a while to knock a raft together," he said

"My a raft? What about those big seed pods we've seen float- ing down the river? They're big
enough to hold us."

Bill frowned. "Yes, | guess they are, but do you think they'll handle well in rough water? |1'd
like to get a |l ook at the bottons before----"

"Handl e? You think a raft would be better?" He | ooked startled, then chagri ned.

"You know, maybe | amgetting slow. Lead on, Commander."

CHAPTER TEN

The seeds grew fromthe tops of the tallest trees in the forest. Each tree produced only one seed
at a tine, and when it reached maturity it exploded |like a cannon shot. They had heard t hem goi ng
off at long intervals. Wiat was left after the explosion was sonething |like a wal nut shell, evenly
and smoot hly di vi ded.

When they saw a large one float by, they swamout and pulled it to shore. it rode high in the
wat er when enpty. Loaded, it still had plenty of freeboard.

They took two days outfitting it and trying to rig a rudder. They fashioned a long pole with a
broad bl ade on the end, and hoped that woul d be enough. There was a primtive oar for each of them
in case they ran into rough water.

Gaby cast off the line. Crocco put her back into poring themout to the mddle of the river, then
took her post at the stem one hand lightly on the tiller. A breeze cane up, and she w shed once
again for her hair. What a fine thing, to have hair whipping in the wind. It's the sinple things
we mss, she thought.

Gaby and Bill were excited, forgetting their aninosity for the tine being as they sat on opposite
sides of the boat, watching the river ahead and calling out hazards to G rocco.

"Sing us a sea chantey, Captain!" Gaby yelled back. "You've got it mxed UP, Stupid," Cirocco

| aughed. "It's you lowlife types in the fo'c'sle who punp the bilge and sing the songs. Haven't
you ever seen The Sea Wtch?"

"I don't know. Has it been on the treedie? "

"It's a flat novie starring good ol'John Wayne. The Sea Wtch was his ship."

"I thought it might be the Captain. You've just picked yourself a nicknane."

"You watch yourself, or I'll see if | can rig up a plank for you to wal k. "

"What about a name for this boat, Rocky?" Bill asked.

"Hey, it should have a nanme, shouldn't it? | was so busy trying to scrounge up chanpagne for the
|l aunching | forgot all about it. "

"Don't nention chanpagne to ne," Gaby groaned.

"Any suggestions? Here's your chance for a pronotion."

"I know what Calvin would have naned it," Bill said, suddenly

‘"Don't talk to me about Calvin."

"Neverthel ess, we've conmitted ourselves to Greek nythol ogy. This ship should be nanmed the Argo
Cirocco | ooked doubtful. "Wasn't that tied up with the search for the gol den fl eece? oh, yeah,
remenber the novie now. "

"We're not searching for anything," Gaby pointed out. "W know where we want to go."

"Then how about ... " Bill paused, then |ooked thoughtful. "I'mthinking of Odysseus. Did his ship
have a name?"

"I don't know. W lost our mythologist to that overgrown tire advertisement. But even if it did,
woul dn't want to use it. Qdysseus had nothing but trouble.”

Bill grinned. "Superstitious, Captain? | never would have believed it."

"It's the sea, lad. It does strange things to a body."

"Don't give nme your |ate-show dialogue. | vote to call the boat Titanic. There was a ship for
you. "
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"A bucket of rust. Don't tenpt the fates, natey."
"I like Titanic, too," Gaby |laughed. "Wo'd believe it, on a boat nmade out of a glorified peanut?”

Crocco | ooked up, thoughtfully. "Let it be on your heads, then. Titanic it is. Long nmay she sail
You nmay whoop, and ot herw se nake nerry."

The crew cheered three tines, and Cirocco grinned and took a bow.

"Long live the Captain," Gaby shouted.

"Say," Cirocco said. "Shouldn't we be painting the nane an the fender, or whatever the hell it
is?"

"On the what?" Gaby | ooked horrified.

Crocco grinned. "This is a fine tine to be telling you, but | don't know shit about boats. Wo's
done sone sailing?"

"l"ve done a little," Gaby said.

"Then you're ship's pilot. Change places with nme." She re- leased the tiller and wal ked forward
carefully. She reclined on her back, stretched, and folded her arns under her head. "I'Il he
maki ng i nportant conmand deci sions," she said, with a big yawn. "Don't disturb ne for anything

| ess than a hurricane." She closed her eyes to a chorus of hoots.

The Cio was long, winding, and slow. in the mddle, their four-neter poles would not touch
bottom If they put themin the water they could feel things bunmp into them They never knew what
was doing it. They kept Titanic mdway between the nmiddle of the river and the port side shore.
Cirocco had planned for themto stay on the boat, going ashore only to gather food-a project which
never took more than ten mnutes. But standing watch did not work well. Too often, Titanic would
run aground, making it necessary to wake the sleepers. It took all three of themto nove the boat
when the bottomwas on nud. They quickly learned that Titanic was not very nmaneuverable, and it
took two people with poles to push the boat away from approachi ng shal | ows.

They decided to canp every fifteen or twenty hours. sirocco made a schedul e which assured that two
peopl e were al ways awake while they sail ed, and one when they canped.

Clio neandered through the alnost-level terrain like a snake doped with nenbutal. One night's canp
m ght be only half a kiloneter in a straight line fromthe one of the night before. They would
have lost their orientation but for the support cable which attached to the ground in the center
of Hyperion. Cirocco knew fromher air survey that the cable would be cast of themuntil |ong
after they joined the river Ophion.

The cabl e was al ways there, towering |ike sonic unimaginable skyscraper, rising, seenming to |ean
toward themuntil it vanished through the roof and into space. They would pass near it on their
way to the angl ed support cables which led into the spoke over Rhea. Cirocco hoped to get a close
| ook at it.

Life settled into a routine. Soon they were working flawl essly as a team seldom needing to talk.
Most of the time there was little to do but stay alert for sand bars. Gaby and Bill spent a |ot of
ti me making inprovenents in everyone's clothing. They both got to he handy with thorn needl es.

Bill continually tinkered with the rudder and worked to make the interior of the boat nore

conf ortabl e.

Cirocco spent nost of her tine daydreanmi ng, watching the clouds drift by. She considered ways and
means of reaching the hub, trying to anticipate problens, but it was a futile occupation. The
possibilities were too varied to all ow reasonabl e planning. She nuch preferred wool gat heri ng.

She eventually did sing to them and surprised them both. She had taken voice and piano | essons
for ten years as a child, had considered a career as a singer before the lure of space grew too
strong. No one knew about it until the trip in the Titanic; she had thought it not in keeping with
her image to entertain the crew with songs. Now she didn't care, and the singing brought them

cl oser together. She had a rich, clear alto that worked best with old folk nusic, ballads, and
Judy Garland songs.

Bill made a lute froma nutshell, parachute shrouds, and a smiler skin. He learned to play it, and
Gaby joined in on a nut- shell drum GCirocco taught them songs and assi gned harnoni es: Gaby had a
passabl e soprano, Bill a tone-deaf tenor

They sang drinking songs fromthe taproons of O Neil One, songs fromthe hit parade, from cartoons
and ol d novies. One quickly becane their favorite, considering their circunstances. it spoke of a
yell ow brick road and the wonderful wi zard of Oz. They bellowed it every norning when they set

out, shouting all the |Iouder when the forest shrieked back at them

Several weeks went by before they reached the Ophion. Only twice did anything interrupt their
peaceful routine.

The first incident was three days into the trip, when an eye- ball at the end of a long stalk
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energed fromthe water not five neters fromTitanic. There was no doubt that it was an eye, any
nmore than there had been with Wistlestop. It was a ball twenty centineters in dianeter, set in a
flexible green socket that at first glance appeared to be a green hand with fingers w apped around
the eye frombehind. The eyeball itself was a lighter green with a gapi ng pupil

They began poling for shore at the first sight of the creature. The eye had been pointing at them
betraying neither interest nor enotion but only a fixed stare. it did not seemto m nd when they
moved away. |t watched for two or three mnutes, then vanished as quietly as it had appeared.

The consensus, once ashore, was that there was little they could do about it. The creature had not
tried to harmthem which said nothing about its future conduct. But they could not end their trip
just because there were big fish in the river

They soon saw nore of the eyes, and eventually becane accustoned to them They | ooked so nuch |ike
peri scopes that Bill nanmed them U boats.

The second incident was sonething they were nore prepared for because it had happened before. it
was the vast noaning wi nd Cal vin had dubbed Gaeas Lanent.

There was tinme before the worst of the winds to beach Titanic and seek shelter on the downw nd
side of the boat. Cirocco did not want to go under the trees, recalling the near-mss by a falling
branch in the highlands.

The observing conditions were not good with the wi nd whipping her face and the clouds rolling

over head, but she nanaged

to catch glinpses of the storm com ng out of Cceanus. It cane from above. O ouds billowed down
fromthe vast spoke above the frozen sea like the icy breath of God. The wind hit the sheet of ice
and broke on it, whipped into tornadoes that | ooked tiny fromthat distance, but which nust have
been huge.

Through the clouds that rapidly advanced toward Hyperion, Crocco could see the angl ed support
cables that joined the ground to the sky over Cceanus. |If they were noving in the wind it was far
too slowy to be seen, but there nust have been sone swaying or stretching notion. The cables were
shedding a fine gray mst. She watched it drift down into the narrow angles the cables nmade with
the ground and had to remi nd herself that the particles she could see fromso far away nmust be as
| arge as trees. Then the clouds obscured all vision, and snow began to fall. Soon after that the
river grew agitated, rising alnost to the beached Titanic. G rocco thought she could feel the
ground novi ng.

She knew she was seeing sone part of Gaea's air circulation systemin operation, and wondered how
the air was drawn into the spoke and what nechanismforced it back out again. She al so wondered
why the process had to be so violent. Calvin's watch said it had been seventeen days since the

| ast Lanent. she hoped it would be at least as long until the next.

As before, the cold did not Iast nmore than six or seven hours, and the snow did not stick to the
ground. They weathered it better this time, finding that the blinpsilk clothes were nore
protective than they | ooked, working as w ndbreakers.

The thirtieth day since their energence was marked by two things: sonething that happened, and
sonet hing that didn't happen

The first was their arrival at the confluence of the Cio and the mighty river Ophion. They were
deep in south Hyperion by then, equidistant between the central vertical cable and the southern
one, both of which now towered over them

Ophi on was bl ue-green, wider and swifter than the dio. It swept Titanic into its center, and
after a tine of alertness and soundings with their poles, the travelers decided it would be safe

to stay there. In size and speed, Ophion renm nded Bill and Cirocco of the M ssissippi, but with
nmore vegetation and tall trees along the banks. The land was still jungle, but Ophion was w de and
deep.

Cirocco was far nore concerned with the non-event--- the one she had waited for as the days ticked

by on Calvin's watch. She had been regular as the tides for twenty-two years, and it was
di sturbing to nmiss a period.

"Did you know it's been thirty days now?" Cirocco asked Gaby that evening."
"Has it? | hadn't thought about it." She frowned.

"Yeah. And |'mnore than late. |'ve always been twenty-ni ne days; sonetines early by a day, never
|ate. "
"You know, |I'mlate, too." "I thought you were."

"Christ, that just doesn't make sense at all."
"I was wondering what sort of protection you used on Ring- nmaster. Could you have forgotten about
it back then?"
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"Not bl oody likely. Calvin gave ne nonthlies."

Crocco sighed. "I was afraid it'd be something as infallible as that. Me, | can't take pills;
they make ne swell up. | used one of those wear-ever diaphragns. | had it in when we went under.
didn't really think to look for it until ... well, after we joined up with Bill and August and it
m ght al ready have been too late." She was hesitant to discuss that part with Gaby. It was no
secret that she and Bill had nade | ove, and al so no secret that there had been no tine or place or
privacy for it on Titanic with Gaby al ways around.

"Anyhow, it's gone. | presunme it was eaten by the same thing that ate our hair. Wich rmakes ny
skin craw, by the way,"

Gaby shi vered.

"But | thought it could be Bill. Now | don't really think so." She got up and went over to Bill
who was sl eeping on the ground. She woke him and waited until he | ooked alert.

"Bill, we're both pregnant.”

Bill was not as awake as she had thought. He blinked in surprise, then his brow furrowed.

"Well don't look at me. Not even for yours. The last tine with Gaby was not long after we |eft
Earth. Besides, |'ve got a valve."

"I wasn't saying anything |ike that," she soothed. Wth Gaby,

hub? she thought. She hadn't known about that, and she thought she had been aware of everything
that occurred on Ring- nmaster. "That just makes it nore certain that sonething very strange is
goi ng on. Sonebody or sonmething is playing a big joke on us, but I'mnot |aughing."

Calvin was as good as his word. Two days after Cirocco hailed a passing blinp, Wistlestop hovered
overhead and a blue flower blossonmed with their wandering surgeon dangling beneath it. August was
cl ose behind him They hit the water just off shore.

Crocco had to admt that Calvin | ooked good. He was smiling, and there was a bounce in his step
He greeted everyone and didn't seemto mnd having been summoned. He wanted to tal k about his
travels, but Crocco was too anxi ous to hear what he thought of the new situation. He turned very
serious |ong before they had finished telling himabout it.

"Have you had a period since we got here?" he asked August. "No, | haven't."

"It's been thirty days," Crocco said. ',is that unusual for you?" Fromthe way August's eyes

wi dened, Cirocco assumed it was. "Wien was the last time you had intercourse with a man?"

"1've never."

"I was afraid you'd say that."

Calvin was quiet for a while, considering it. Then he frowned nore deeply.

"What can | say? You all know it's possible for a woman to skip a period for other reasons.

Athl etes sonmetinmes skip a whole ot of them and we're not sure why. Stress can do it, enotiona

or physical. But | think the chances of it happening to all three of you at the sanme tine are
slim™

"I would tend to agree,

Cirocco said.

"I't could be dietary. There's no way to know. | can tell you that the three of you, and ... uh,
April, were undergoi ng sone convergence."

"What's that?" Gaby asked.

"I't sometimes happens to wonmen who |live together, like on a spaceship where they're in close

quarters. Some hornmonal signal tends to synchronize their nmenstruation. April and August have been
in rhythmwi th each other for a long tine, and Crocco was only a few days off their cycle. Two
early periods and she was in step. Gaby, you were getting erratic, if you recall.,

"I never paid nmuch attention to it," she said.

"Well, you were. But | can't see what that would have to do with what we have here. | only brought
it up to point out that strange things happen. It's possible that you all just skipped one."

"It's also possible that we're all knocked up, and | shudder to think who the father is," sirocco
sai d, sourly. .

"That's just flat inpossible," Calvin said. "If you're saying that the thing that ate us did it to
you all ... | can't buy that. There isn't another aninal even on Earth that can inpregnate a
human. You tell ne howthis alien creature did it."

"I don't know," Cirocco said. "That's why it's alien. But I'mconvinced it got inside us and did
sonmet hing that m ght seem perfectly reasonable and natural to it, but is alien to what we know.
And | don't like it, and we want to know what you can do if we are pregnant.”

Cal vin rubbed the tight curls on his chin, then sniled slightly. "They didn't prepare ne for
virgin births at ned school ."

“I'"'mnot in the nood for jokes."

"Sorry. You and Gaby aren't virgins, anyhow. " He shook his head in wonder.
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"W were thinking of sonething nore imedi ate and | ess sacred, " Gaby said. "W don't want these
babi es, or whatever the hell they are."

"Look, why don't you wait another thirty days before you start getting excited? If you m ss

anot her period, call ne again."”

"W'd like to get it over with now," Crocco said

Cal vin | ooked upset for the first time. "And |'msaying | won't do it yet. It's too risky. | mght
make the tools for a D and C., but they'll have to he sterilized. | don't have a speculum and
the thought of what | might have to inprovise to dilate the cervix is enough to give you

ni ght mares. "

"The thought of what 1've got growing in nmy belly is giving

me nightmares," Cirocco said, darkly. "Calvin, | don't even want a human baby now, much | ess

what ever this mght be. I want you to do the operation."

Gaby and August nodded their agreement, though Gaby | ooked slightly ill.

"And | say wait another nonth. It won't nake any difference. The operation would he the sane, just

scraping out the inner walls of the uterus. But naybe a nonth from now you'll have found a way to
make a fire, to boil sonme water, to sterilize whatever instruments | manage to nmake. Doesn't that
make sense? | assure you, | can do the operation with a mininumof risk, but only with clean
tools.”

"l just want to get it over with," Crocco said. "I want to get this thing out of ne."

"Captain, take it easy. Settle down and think it out. if you get infected, |I'm helpless. There's
different country to the cast. You ~t find a way to make a fire. I'll look, too. | was clear over

i n Mhenosyne when your call cane. It could be there's sonebody who uses tools and could nake a
decent speculum and dilator."

"Then you're | eaving agai n?" she asked. "Yes, | am after | give you all a check-up." "I1'm asking
you again to stay with us.”
"I"'msorry. | can't."” Nothing Crocco could say would change his nmind, and though she flirted

again with the idea of holding him the sanme reasons still nade that a bad idea. And one nore
thing had occurred to her since his departure; it mght not he wise to harmsoneone with a friend
as big as Wi stlestop.

He pronounced all four of themfit and healthy, despite the m ssed periods of the wonen, then
stayed a few hours, seem ng to begrudge even that. He told themwhat they had seen in their
travel s.

Cceanus was a terrible place, frozen and forbi dding They had crossed it as quickly as possible.
There was a hunmanoi d race down there, but Wistlestop would not go down for a close | ook They had
thrown rocks froma wooden catapult even when the

blinmp was a kil oneter above them Calvin described themas human in shape, covered with long white
hair. They shot first and asked questions later. He called them Yeti.

"Mienosyne is a desert," he said. "It |ooks odd, because the dunes stack up a | ot higher than on
Earth, fromthe low gravity, | guess. There's plant life down there. | saw sone small ani mals when
we went down | ow, and what |ooked like a ruined city and a few small towns. Places that m ght have
been castles a thousand years ago perched up on vertical rock spires, crunbling apart. It would
have taken a thousand years of coolie labor to build them or sone pretty good helicopters.

"I think sonething has gone badly wwong in here. It's all going to dust. Menpbsyne ni ght have

| ooked like this place once, right down to the enpty river bed and the corpses of huge trees being
eaten away by sandstorns. Somet hing changed the clinmate, or got away fromthe buil ders.

"lit was probably this wormwe saw. There's only one of them Whistlestop says. Menpbsyne is only
bi g enough for one. If there were two, they fought it out |Iong ago and only this grand- daddy worm
is left. It's big enough to eat Whistlestop Iike an olive."

Both Cirocco and Bill |ooked up at Calvin's nention of giant worms.

"I never did see the whole thing, but | wouldn't be surprised if it's twenty kiloneters long. It's
just a big, long tube, with a hole at both ends as wi de as the whole damm worm It's segnented,
and the body | ooks hard, like an armadillo shell. it's got a nouth |like a buzz saw, teeth an the
inside and the outside both. it spends its tine under the sand, but sonmetinmes it isn't deep enough
and it has to cone to the surface. W watched it one of those times."

"There was a wormlike that in a book," Bill said. "A novie, too," Crocco said. "It was called
Dune." Calvin seened annoyed at the interruption, and glanced up to see if the blinp was stil

cl ose.

"Anyway," he said, " | wondered if that worm m ght be what's giving Menobsyne such a had tinme. Can
you imagine what it'd do to tree roots? It could weck the whole area in a couple years. The trees

file:/lIF|/rah/John%20Varley/Varley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt (45 of 118) [1/15/03 7:27:02 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Iohn%20V arley/V arley,%203ohn%620-%20Titan.txt

die, pretty soon the soil is going bad, can't hold water anynore, and right after that the rivers
go underground. They nust, you know, Ophion goes through Mienpbsyne. You can see where it

di sappeared and where it cones up again. The flowisn't broken, but it doesn't do Mienbsyne any
good. "

"So then | thought that nobody who was planning this place would have put a wormlike that in it.
It nust not like the dark, or else it would go right through Cceanus and weck the whol e place.
think it's just luck that didn't happen, and if this place is .getting by on luck, it can't have
too long to go. That wornmis got to be a bad rmutation, and that nmeans there's nobody around with

enough power to kill it and get things back on the track. I"'mafraid | think the builders either
died out or reverted to savagery, |like those stories you were telling us, Bill."
"It's a possibility,"” Bill agreed. Cirocco snorted. "Sure it is. It's also possible you're reading

too much into that worm Mybe the people here |like worms and coul dn't bear to | eave this one
behi nd. Then he grew until he needed a bi gger house, and they gave hi m Mhenbsyne. Anyhow, we've

still got to try to get to the hub."

"You do that," Calvin agreed. "I'mgoing to sail around the rimand see who's still alive down
here. The builders could have taken a tunble, and still have enough technology to nake a radio. If
they do, "I'Il cone tell you, and you fol ks are hone free."

"*You folks'?" Cirocco said. "Cone on, Calvin. W're all in this together. just because you won't

stick with us doesn't nmean we'd abandon you here.”
Cal vin frowned, and woul d say no nore.

Bef ore Wi stlestop got under weigh, Calvin tossed out a few smlers attached to parachutes. He was
using them as weights to draw chutes out of the dispenser, because the bluish silk and the shrouds
were the nost useful itens they had yet found.

Gaby fol ded the chutes and stowed them carefully, vowing that she would dress Cirocco like a
queen. Cirocco resigned her- self toit. It was a snmall price to pay to keep Gaby happy.

And once again Titanic was |launched, this time with a new sense of urgency. They had to contact a
race advanced enough to help with antiseptic surgery or find a way to build a fire, and it had to
he soon. The thing in her belly would not wait.

She thought about it a lot in the follow ng days. Her revulsion was |like a tight fist inside her.
Most of it stemmed fromthe unknown nature of the beast that had planted its seed in her.

And yet abortion woul d have been her course even if she had been sure she was nurturing a hunan
foetus. It had nothing to do with the idea of notherhood itself; she planned to become a not her
when she retired from NASA, probably at age, forty or forty-five. She had a dozen cells in
cryogeni c suspension at O Neil One, ready to be fertilized and inplanted when she felt ready to
give birth. It was a comon precaution anong astronauts, and even the Lunar and LS colonists: a
hedge agai nst radi ati on damage to reproductive tissue. She planned to raise a boy and a girl while
ol d enough to be their grandnother

But she woul d choose the tine. Wiether the father was a hunan and a | over, or a shapel ess
nmonstrosity in the bowels of Gaea, she would control her own reproductive organs. She was not
ready, not by many years. Notwi thstanding that Gaea was no place to be burdened with an infant,
she had many things yet to do, endeavours where a child would be as great a problemas it would be
here. And she fully intended to get out and do those things.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

The support cables came in rows of five organized into groups of fifteen, and rows of three
standi ng al one.

Each night region had fifteen cables associated with it. There was a row of five vertical cables
that went straight up the hollow horn in the roof that was the inside of one of the spokes of
Gaea's wheel. Two of these cane to the ground in the highlands and were virtually a part of the
wal |, one north and the other south. One energed froma point mdway between the outer- nost

cabl es, and the other two were spaced evenly between the center and the edge cabl es.

In addition to these central cables, the night regions had two nore rows of five that radiated
fromthe spokes but attached in daylight areas, one row twenty degrees east and the other twenty
degrees west of the central row The spoke above Cceanus, for exanple, sent cables into Mienpbsyne
and Hyperion. The set of fifteen cables supported the ground under a region equal to over forty
degrees of Gaea's circunference

The cabl es that went fromdaylight through a twilight zone and into a night did so at a sharp
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angle to the ground, an angle that increased with altitude until approached sixty degrees at the
point of juncture with the roof.

Then there were rows of three cables, associated solely with daylight areas. These cabl es were
vertical, rising straight fromthe ground until they pierced the roof and energed into space. It
was the mddle of Hyperion's row of three that Titanic and her crew now approached.

It grew nore magni ficent and nore intinidating with each passing day. Even fromBill's canp it had
seened to | ean over them The |ean was no nore pronounced now, but the thing had grown in size. It
hurt to look up at it. Knowing that a vertical colum is five kilonmeters in dianeter and 120
kiloneters high is one thing, Seeing it is something el se.

Ophi on nade a wide | oop around the cable's base, starting at the south and going north before
resuming its general eastward direction. It was a feature they had seen while still distant from
the cabl e. The annoying thing about traveling in Gaea was that the | andscape could be seen easily
while they were far fromit. The cl oser they approached the nore foreshortened the view be- cane,
until surface features were flattened beyond interpretation. The |land they travel ed through al ways
| ooked as flat as the Earth. It was only far away that it began to curve.

"You want to tell ne again why we're doing this?" Gaby shouted ahead to Cirocco. "I don't think
got it."

The trip to the spoke was harder than they had expected. Be- fore, they had followed the river
when traveling through the jungle. It had nade a natural highway. Now C rocco knew the true
meani ng of inpenetrable. The |and was covered with an al nmost solid wall of vegetation, and their
only cutting tools had been fashioned fromtheir helmet rings. To nmake it worse, the ground rose
steadily as they approached the cabl e.

"I could do with a little less griping," she called back. "You know we have to do this. it should
get easier soon.”

They had al ready | earned sonme useful information. Mst inportant so far was the fact that it
really was a cable, conposed of wound strands. There were over a hundred of the strands, each a
good 200 neters in dianeter.

The strands were tightly wound for nost of their length, but half a kiloneter fromthe ground they
began to diverge, neeting the ground as separate entities. The base of the cable becane a forest
of huge towers, rather than a single gigantic one.

Most interesting of all, several of the strands were ' broken
They could see the twisted ends of two far above, curling like split ends in a shanpoo ad.
As she broke through to clear land, G rocco saw that whatever was under the soil, the rubbery

subst ance the cables attached to, had stretched. Each strand had pulled out a cone of it, and the
cones were heaped with sand. It was possible to see between the outer strands to a forest of them
di m ni shing to bl ackness.

The | and between them and the cabl e was sandy, wi th huge boul ders scattered through it. The sand
was reddi sh-yell ow, and the rocks were sharp-edged, showi ng few signs of erosion. They | ocked as
if they had been ripped violently fromthe ground.

Bill tipped his head back, following the cable to the glare of the translucent roof.

"My God, what a sight," he said.

"Thi nk of how the natives nust see it," Gaby said. "The cables from heaven that hold up the
world.. "

Cirocco shielded her eyes. "It's no wonder they think of God as living up there,"” she said. "Think
of the puppet master who woul d use these strings."

The ground was firmas they started up the slope, but the higher they went the nore it began to
slip. Nothing grew there to hold the soil together. It was sand, wet on top but dry underneath. It
fornmed a crust which their feet broke into unstable, shifting plates that skittered down behind

t hem

Cirocco forged ahead, deternined to get to the strand itself, but before |ong she was sliding back
as far as she struggled up, still 200 neters fromthe top. Bill and Gaby hung back and watched her
try to get a grip in the unstable ground. It was no use. She went down on her face and rolled
back, sat up and glared at the cable, so tantalizingly close.

"Why me?" she asked, and slamed her fist on the ground. She wi ped the sand from her nouth.

She stood, but her feet slipped again. Gaby reached for her armand Bill nearly went down on top
of them when he tried to help. They had | ost another neter.

"So much for that," Crocco said, tiredly. "I still want to | ook around here, though. Anybody
comng with ne?"

No one was too enthusiastic, but they foll owed her down the slope and started into the forest of
cabl e strands.
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Each strand had its own pile of sand heaped around it. They

were forced to foll ow a wi nding path between them Tough, brittle weeds grew in the hard-packed
soil at the bottoms of the giant nolehills.

It grew dark as they worked their way in-dark, and much quieter than it had been in their weeks on
the river. There was a far-away howing |like wind through | ong, abandoned hal |l ways, and far above,
the tinkling of wind chines. They heard their own footsteps, and the sound of each other's

br eat hi ng.

The sense of being in a cathedral was inpossible to escape, Crocco had seen a place like it
before, among the giant Sequoias of California' It was greener there and not as quiet, but the
stillness and the feeling of being | ost anong vast and indifferent beings was the sane. If she saw
a cobweb, she knew she would not stop running until she reached dayli ght.

They began to notice hangi ng shapes above them Ilike tomtapestries. They were nmotionless in the
dead air, insubstantial shapes in the shadows high overhead. Fine dust drifted around them eddied
by the slightest breeze.

Gaby touched Cirocco's armlightly. She junped, then | ooked up where Gaby was pointing.

Sonet hing clung to the side of one of the strands, fifty neters above the top of the sandhill. She
thought it was sitting on a | edge, then wondered if it mght be a growth of sone kind.

"Li ke a barnacle,"” Bill said.

"Or a colony of them " Gaby whi spered, then coughed nervously and repeated herself. Crocco knew
how she felt; it seened |ike they ought to he whispering.

Cirocco shook her head. "I'mremi nded of the cliff dwellings in Arizona."

I In afewninutes they spotted nmore of them nost far higher and | ess distinct than the one Gaby
had found. Were they dwellings, or parasites? There was no way to tell

Crocco took a last |ook around and thought she saw sonething in the distance, right on the edge
of total darkness.

it was a building. Shortly after she realized that, she knew it was a ruin. Fine sand was heaped
around it.

It was al nmost refreshing to find sonmething built on a human scale. The buil ding was the size of
sonme of the small est pueblas of Colorado, and in fact |ooked a bit |like them There were three

| ayers of hexagonal chanbers with no apparent doorways. Each | ayer was nade of roons slightly

| arger than the ones bel ow. She noved closer and touched one wall. It was cool stone, cut and
dressed and fitted together without nortar, in the Incan fashion

Looki ng cl oser, she saw there were actually five layers of chanbers, but the two | owest were much
snmaller than the three she had seen froma di stance, and nmade from smal |l er stones. Brushi ng away

the sand at the base of the wall, she found a sixth layer, then a seventh, each tinier than the ne
above.
"What do you make out of that?" she asked Bill, who had knelt beside her while she dug.

"I't's an odd way to build." G rocco dug deeper but was soon defeated by sand sliding back as fast
as she could scoop it out. The | owest | ayer she had found was nade of chanbers no nore than half a
meter high and about as broad, built from stones the size of nmasonry bricks.

They circled the structure and found a place where it had crunbl ed. Massive stones fromthe top
had crushed nost of the snmaller ones below. There was ne chanber intact but for a nmissing wall.
They saw no interior doors, and no place to enter the structure from outside.

"Way build a place with no doors?" "Maybe they got in from bel ow," Gaby suggested. "Wthout a
bul | dozer, we'll never know. " Cirocco was thinking of the equi pnent they had brought for use with
the satellite | ander, and w nced when the thought |ed her back to the debris of her ship broken
and tunbling in space.

"I was wondering what connection this has to the cable,"” Bill said. "Was it built for naintenance
workers or put up later, after things broke down?"

Crocco raised an eyebrow. "W're assuning that things have broken down? "

He spread his hands. "There's structural damage that hasn't been repaired. You saw t hose broken
strands. "

She knew he had a point. The whol e dark m asma beneath the cabl e reeked of disuse, abandonment. It
was a nusty grave, or the bones of sonmething that had once been m ghty.

But even in decline Gaea was magnificent. The air was fresh, the water clean. It was true that

| arge areas were now desert or frozen wasteland, and it was hard to believe it had been planned
that way. And yet she felt the ecol ogical systens would have deteriorated even further if there
weren't someone up there with some degree of control

"Gaea is not unguided," Gaby said, echoing Crocco' s thoughts wi thout knowing it. "This building
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| ooks old to ne. Thousands of years woul d probably not be too far off."

"It sure feels that old," Bill agreed. "I know sonething of the conplexities involved in

mai ntai ning a biosystem"” Gaby went on. "Gaea is |larger than O Neil One, and that makes her nore
flexible. But in a few centuries things would break down w thout control. Things have not broken
down conpletely.”

"I't could be robots,"” Bill said. "That's fine with ne," G rocco said. "As long as there's sone
intelligence behind this, | plan to contact it and ask for help. Conmputers might be easier to dea
with. "

Bill, who had read a great deal of science fiction, could nake a dozen theories about any aspect

of Gaea. He was partial to the ever-reliable plague nutation: sonething that cane out of nowhere
and killed enough of the builders to | eave Gaea in the hands of autonatic safety devices.

"She's a derelict, I'Il bet onit," he told them "Just like the ship fromHeinlein s O phans of
the Sky. A lot of people set out in Gaea thousands of years ago and |ost control on the way. The
ship's conputer put it in orbit around Saturn, shut down the engines, and is still up there

keeping the air punmping and waiting for nore orders."

They took a different route out, partly because it was inpossible to tell how they had cone in.
Crocco did not worry because as long as they went toward the light they were all right.

They reached the sunlight at a point far to the north of where they had gone in, and now coul d see
sonmet hing that had been concealed at their point of entry by the cable itself. It was a broken
strand, but this one was on the ground.

Crocco's first thought was of the giant sandworm Cal vin had descri bed. The strand | ooked |ike a
living thing, shining in the

yellow light. Then she recalled the Brazilian pipelines she had seen on survival training: great
silver tubes that knifed through the rain forest as if it were a contenptible obstacle.

The strand had cleared its own path when it fell, bringing dowmn the tallest trees, crashing

i nexorably to the ground. The jungle had closed over it since that time, but the great mass stil

| ooked as if it could rise at any nonment and shake off the encroaching vines, turning the trees
into matchsti cks.

Fi ve hundred neters above, the severed upper end of the strand curled away fromthe body of the
cable. It was ragged, and the inside revealed by the break glistened and threw back refl ections of
red and bl ue-green and tarni shed copper. Gray discolorations |ike bread nold grew in the stunp,
and fromthe bottoma waterfall went straight down to a clunp of vegetation w dely separated from
the forest. The vol une of water was substantial and noisy, but issuing fromthe huge and tw sted
strand it | ooked like nothing nore than a drip froma broken pi pe.

They approached the fallen strand, found it to be conposed of an array of hexagonal facets only a

fewmllineters across, cloudy with swirls of gold just beneath the surface. it threw back dull
broken reflection,, as if they were using the eye of a giant insect for a mrror
They followed it down the hill and into the jungle, where the broken end turned out to be holl ow

but so clogged with brush and vines that entering it was inpossible.

"What ever was inside, the plants like it," Gaby said.

Crocco said nothing. The advanced state of decay was de- pressing. The strand's open end was big

enough to have flown Ringmaster right through it. It was a small thing on the stale of Gaea, only

one of 200 strands in this cable alone. And yet it was such a towering weck, going so quickly to

rot and dissolution. Wen it parted, the whole surface of Gaea nust have twanged in synpathy.

And no one had done anything about it.

She said nothing, but it was hard to | ook at the renmains and feel there was soneone still watching
t he machi nes.

CHAPTER TWELVE

Two days after their exploration of the cable interior, the crew of Titanic found thensel ves

|l eaving the tropical forest. The | and had never been hilly except in the nei ghborhood of the
cable; now it turned flat as a billiard table and Ophion spraw ed for kilonmeters in every
direction. There was no | onger a shoreline as such. The only things to mark the end of the river
and the beginning of the marshlands were strands of tall grass rooted in the bottom and the

occasi onal neter-high nud bank. A sheet of water stretched over everything seldomnore than ten
centinmeters deep except in the wi nding mazes of sloughs, bayous, inlets, and backwaters. These
were kept clear and gouged deeper by big eels and one-eyed mudfi sh the size of hippos.

The trees in the region cane in three varieties, growing in widely scattered clunps. The kind that
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appeal ed to G rocco | ooked |ike glass sculpture, with straight, transparent trunks and regul ar
branches in a crystalline arrangenent. The small est branches were filaments that coul d have been
used in fiber optics. Wen the wind blew, the weakest branches broke off. Re- covered and w apped
with chute cloth on one end, they nade excellent knives. Fromthe flashing effect when the
filaments

nmoved, Gaby naned them xnmas trees, pronouncing it "exmas." The other mmjor vegetation was not so
much to Cirocco's liking. One plant--it seened wong to call it a tree, though it was | arge enough
-resenbled a pile of what can be seen on the ground at any cattle ranch. Bill nanmed them dung
trees. on their closest approach to one they could see that there was an internal structure, but
no one wanted to get too near because they snelled all too rmuch |ike what they appeared to be.
Then there were trees that did a better job of |ooking the part They had sonethi ng of the cypress
and a little of the willowin them growing in untidy tangles festooned with creepers that
struggled to pull them down.

It was alien in a rmuch nore unpl easant way than the high- [ ands had been. The jungle they had |eft
behi nd was not too different fromthe Amazon or the Congo. Here, nothing |ooked faniliar,

everyt hing was m sshapen and threatening.

Canpi ng was inpossi ble. They began tying the boat to trees and sleeping in it. It rained every ten
to twel ve hours. They rigged chute cloth tents over the bow, but water always |eaked in and pool ed
in the bottom The weather was hot but the humdity was so high that nothing ever dried out.

Wth the nud, the heat and danpness and sweat, they grew irritable. They were short on sleep

of ten managing no nore than a fitful doze while off duty, doing even worse when all three tried to
sl eep and ended up conpeting for the linmted space an Titanics sloping bottom

C rocco awke froma nightmare of being unable to breathe. She sat up, feeling the cloth of her
robe peel away from her skin. She felt sticky between her lingers and toes, under her neck, and in
her | ap.

Gaby nodded to her as she stood up, then turned her attention back to the river.

"Rocky," Bill said. "There's sonething you'll want to-" "No," she said, holding her hands up
"Dammit, | want coffee. 1'd kill for coffee."

Gaby smiled dutifully, but it |ooked like an effort. They knew by now that Cirocco was a sl ow
starter.

"Not funny. Right." She stared bleakly out at the |and that

| ooked as decayed and rotten as she felt. "Just give me a nminute before you start asking nme
things," she said. She struggled out of her clothes and junped in the river

It was better, but not rmnuch.

She bobbed, treading water and hol ding the side of the boat and thinking about soap until her foot
touched sonething slippery. She didn't wait to find out what it was, but pulled herself over the
edge and stood with water pooling at her feet.

"Now. What is it you wanted? "

Bill pointed toward the north shore.

"We've been seeing snoke over that way. You can see sone of it now, just to the left of that bunch
of trees.”

Cirocco | eaned over the edge of the boat and sawit: a thin line of gray sketched agai nst the
backdrop of the distant north wall

"Let's beach this thing and take a | ook."

It was a long, grueling slog through knee-deep nmud and stagnant water. Bill led the way. They
began to get excited as they cane around the big dung tree that had obscured their vision. Cirocco
caught a whiff of snoke over the stronger stench of the tree, and hurried over the slippery
ground.

It began to rain just as they arrived at the fire. It was not a hard rain, but it wasn't nuch of a
fire, either. It looked as if all they would get out of it would he black soot on their |egs.

The fire was an irregul ar snmudge covering a square hektoneter, snoldering fitfully at the edges.
As they watched, the gray snoke began to turn white as the rain fell. Then a tongue of flane
licked the bottomof a bush a few neters away.

"Get sonething that's dry," Cirocco ordered. "Anything at all. Sone of that nmarsh grass, and sone
sticks. Hurry, we're losing it." Bill and Gaby ran off in different directions as Cirocco knelt by
the bush and blew on it. She ignored the snoke in her eyes and kept blowing until she felt dizzy.
Soon she was piling on reasonably dry wood. Finally she could sit back and feel sure it would keep
burni ng. Gaby shouted and threw a stick so high it was nearly invisible before it started to cone
down. Cirocco grinned when Bill slapped her on the back
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it was a small victory, but it could be an inportant one. She felt great.
When the rain stopped, the fire was still going.

The problem was how to keep it going.

They discussed it for hours, tried and discarded several solutions.

It took the rest of the day and nost of the next to nmake their plan work. They nmade two bow s from
the swanmp clay, fired themcarefully, then dried a large quantity of the wood which burned nost
slow y. Wien that was done, they nmade small fires in both of the howls. It seened wise to have a
spare. The schene woul d require soneone to tend the fire at all tines, but they were willing to do
that until they found a better solution

When they were through, it was nearing time for a sleep period. Crocco wanted to see if they
could make it to dry ground, not really trusting their arrangenents for the fire, but Bil
suggested they nake a kill first.

"I"'mgetting pretty tired of those nelons,"” he said. "The last one | had tasted rancid.”

"Yeah, but there's no smilers. | haven't seen one in days." "Then well knock over sonething el se
W need sone neat." it was true they had not been eating well. The marsh had

nothing li ke the profusion of fruit-bearing plants they had found in the forest. The me native
plant they had tried tasted |like a nango and gave them di arrhea. on the boat that was conparable
to an inner circle of hell. Since then they had relied on stored provisions.

They deci ded the big mudfish were the nost obvious prey. Like all the other animals they had
encountered, the fish took little notice of them Everything else was too small and quick, or
like the giant eels, too big.

The nudfish liked to sit in the ooze with their snouts buried, noving by flipping their tails.
She and Gaby and Bill soon had one surrounded. It was their first close | ook at one. Cirocco had
never seen a creature so ugly. it was three neters long, flat on the bottom and bulged in the

mddle fromits blunt snout to a w cked-1oo0king horizontal tail fluke. There was a | ong gray ridge
along its back, soft and loose like a rooster's conb, but slimy. It swelled and defl ated

rhythmcal ly

"Are you sure you want to cat that?" "If it'l hold still |ong enough.™

Cirocco was stationed four neters in front of the nudfish while Gaby and Bill approached fromthe
sides. Al three carried swords nade from broken xmas-tree branches.

The mudfish had one eye the size of a pie plate. One edge of the eye elevated until it was | ooking
at Bill. He froze. The fish made a snuffling sound.

"Sill, | don't Ue this."

"Don't worry. It's blinking, see?" A streamof liquid spurted froma hol e above the eye, producing
the snuffling she had heard. "It's keeping its eye wet. No eyelids."

"I'f you say so." She flapped her arns, and the fish obligingly | ooked away fromBill and toward
her. She wasn't sure that was an inprovenent, but took a step forward mthe balls of her feet. The
fish | ooked away, bored by it all

Bill noved in, braced hinmself, and put his sword through the flesh just behind the eye, |eaning m
it. The fish jerked as Bill re- |eased the sword and danced back

Not hi ng happened. The eye did not nove, and the organs on its back no | onger swelled in and out.
Cirocco rel axed, and saw Bill grinning.

"Too easy," he said. "Men is this place going to give us a challenge " He took the hilt of his

sword and pulled it out. Dark bl ood spurted over his hand. The fish bent, touching its snout with
its tail, then swng the tall sideways and down on Bill's head. It scooped deftly under his
nmoti onl ess body and hurled himinto the air.

Cirocco did not even see where he came down. The fish arched again, this tine balancing on its
belly with both snout and tall in the air. She sawits nouth for the first tine. it was round,

| amprey-like, with a double row of teeth that counter- rotated and clattered. The tail hit the nud
and the fish junped at her.

She dived flat to the ground, ploughing up a wake of nmud with

her chin. The fish plopped behind her, arched, and flipped fifty kilos of nud into the air as it

| ashed madly with its tail. The sharp fin sliced the ground in front of her face, then rose for
anot her try. She scurried on her hands and knees, slipping every time she tried to stand.

"Rocky! junmp!"™ She did, and narrowy m ssed having her armtaken off as the fish's tail hit the
ground agai n.

"GO go! It's comng after you! A glance behind showed only rotating teeth. Al she could hear was
their terrible buzz. It meant to eat her
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She was in mre up to her knees and headi ng toward deeper water, which did not seemlike a good
i dea, but every tine she tried to turn the tail flashed out of the nmud. Soon she was blind from
the constant barrage of filthy water. She slipped, and before she could get up the tail hit the
side of her head. She was conscious but her cars were ringing as she turned over and groped for
her sword. The mud had swallowed it. The fish was a neter away, curling for a |leap that would
crush her, when Gaby cane running past it. Her feet scarcely touched the ground. She hit Cirocco
with a flying tackle hard enough to | oosen teeth, the fish | eaped, and all three of them skidded
three neters through the nud.

Cirocco was dimy aware of a slimy wet wall under one foot. She kicked. The fish | ashed at them
again as Gaby pulled Cirocco along, swiming through the nmud. Then she |l et go, and Cirocco lifted
her head out of the water, gasping.

She saw Gaby's back as she stood facing the creature. The tail cane slashing around at the |eve
of Gaby's neck, deadly as a scythe, but she ducked and held up her sword. it broke close to the
hilt, but the sharp edge cut a big flap in the fin. The fish didn't seemto like it. Gaby | eaped
again, straight for the hideous jaws, and | anded on the creature's back. She stabbed her sword

hilt into the eye, slashing down instead of thrusting as Bill had done. The fish threw her off,
but now the tail had no direction. It beat the ground furiously as Gaby | ooked for a chance to cut
agai n.

"Gaby!" Cirocco shouted. "Let it go. Don't get yourself killed."

Gaby gl anced back, then hurried to sirocco. "Let's get out of here. Can you wal k?"

"Sure, I . . . " The ground whirled. She clutched Gaby's sl eeve to steady herself.

"Hang on. That thing's getting closer.”

Cirocco didn't have a chance to see what she nmeant, because Gaby |ifted her before she knew what
was happeni ng. She was too weak and confused to fight it as Gaby brought her out of the bog, slung
over her shoulder in a fireman's carry.

She was put down gently on a patch of grass, and then she saw Gaby's face hovering over her. Tears
wer e running down her cheeks as she gently probed G rocco's head, then noved down to her chest.

"OM" Cirocco winced and curled around the pain. "I think you broke a rib."

"Ch, ny God. Wien | picked you up? I'msorry, Rocky, |I - " Crocco touched her cheek. "No, dummy,
when you hit ne

like the front line of the Gants. And I'mglad you did." "I want to cheek your eyes. | thought
you-" "No tinme. Help me up. Got to see about Bill." "You first. just lie back. You shouldn't-"

G rocco sl apped her hand away and rose as far as her knees be- fore doubling over and vom ting.
"See what | nmean? You' ve got to stay here.”

"Al'l right," she choked. "Go find him Gaby. Take care of him B~ himback here, alive." , "Just
| et me check your-"

n @! n

Gaby bit her lip, glanced at the fish still thrashing in the distance, and | ooked tortured. Then

she | eaped to her feet and ran in what G rocco hoped was the right direction

She sat there holding her belly and cursing softly until Gaby returned.

"He's alive," she said. "Qut cold, and | think he's hurt."

"How bad? "

"There's blood on his leg and his hands and all over his front. Some of it's fish blood. P
"I told you to bring himhere," Crocco grow ed, trying to hold back another fit of nausea.

"Ssssh," Gaby soot hed, rubbing her hand lightly over Cirocco's forehead. "I can't nmove himuntil |
can make a litter. First, I'mgoing to get you back to the boat and bedded down. Hush! If | have
to hit you, I will. You wouldn't want a punch in the jaw, would you?"

Cirocco felt like throwing a punch herself, but the nausea overcame the urge. She settled to the
ground and Gaby scooped her up

She renmenbered thinking how ridicul ous they mnmust |ook: Gaby was 150 centineters tall while Cirocco
was 185. In the low gravity Gaby had to nove cautiously, but the weight was no probl em

Things didn't spin so badly when she cl osed her eyes. She put her head on Gaby's shoul der

"Thanks for saving ny life," she said, and passed out.

She woke to the sound of a man screaming. It was not a sound she ever cared to hear again.

Bill was sem conscious. Cirocco sat up and cautiously touched the side of her head. It hurt, but
the di zzi ness was gone.
"Conme here and give ne a hand," Gaby said. "W've got to hold himdown or he'll hurt hinself."

She hurried to Gaby's side. "How bad is he?"
"Real bad. His leg's broken. Probably sone ribs, too, but he hasn't coughed up any bl ood."
"Where's the break? "
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"Tibia or fibula. I don't know which is which. | thought it was a laceration until | put himon
the litter. He started fighting and the bone stuck out."

"Jesus . "

"At |east he's not |osing nuch blood."

Cirocco felt another quiver in her stonmach as she exanined the ragged gash in Bill's |eg. Gaby was

washing it with boiled chutecloth rags. Every tinme she touched it, he screaned hoarsely,

"What are you going to do?" Cirocco asked, vaguely aware that she should be telling her what to
do, not asking.

Gaby | ooked agoni zed. "I think you should call Calvin."
"What's the use of that? Ch, yeah, 1'll call the son-of-a-bitch, but you saw how long it took the
last tine. If Bill's dead when he gets here, "I kill him"

"Then we have to set it."
"You know how to do it?"

"I saw it done, once,'' said Gaby. "Wth anesthetic."
"What we've got is a lot of rags that | hope are clean. I'Il hold his arns. Wait a nminute." She
moved to Bill's side and | ooked down at him He stared at nothing, and his forehead was hot when

she touched it."

"Bill? Listen to me. You're hurt, Bill."

"Rocky? "

"I't's me. It's going to be all right, but your leg is broken. Do you understand? "

"I understand," he whispered, and cl osed his eyes.

"Bill, wake up. 1'll need your help. You can't fight us. Can you bear ne? "

He Iifted his head and | ooked down at his leg. "Yeah," he said, wiping his face with a dirty hand.
"I'"l'l be good. Get it over with, will you?"

Cirocco nodded to Gaby, who grinaced and pul |l ed.

It took three tries, and left both wonen shaken. On the second pull the bone end protruded with a
wet sound that nmade Cirocco throw up again. Bill bore it well, his breath whistling and hi, 3 neck
nmuscl es standi ng out |ike cords, but he no |onger screaned.

"I wish | knew how good a job that is," Gaby said. Then she began to cry. Cirocco |let her alone

and worked mbinding the splint to Bill's | eg. He was unconscious by the tinme she was through. She
stood and hel d her bloody hands up in front of her
"We' Il have to nobve on," she said. "It's no good here. W have to find a place where it's dry and

set up a canp and wait for himto get better."

"He probably shouldn't be noved."

"No," she sighed. "But he has to be. Another day ought to bring us to that high country we saw
earlier. Let's go."

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

It took two days instead of one, and they were terrible days.

They stopped frequently to sterilize Bill's bandages. The bow they used to heat the water was
nothing so fine as a ceramic pot; it flaked and wanted to nmelt, and left the water clouded. The
wat er took the better part of an hour to boil because the pressure in Gaea was hi gher than one

at nosphere.

Gaby and Cirocco snatched a few hours sleep, one at a tine, when the river was quiet and w de. But
when they came to a hazardous stretch it took both of themto keep the boat from going aground. It
continued to rain regularly.

Bill slept, and woke after the first twenty-four hours |ooking five years older. H s face was
gray. \Wen Gaby changed the bandage his wound did not | ook good. The | ower | eg and nost of his
foot were nearly twice their normal size

By the time they left the swanp he was delirious. He sweated profusely, and ran a high fever
Cirocco contacted a passing blinp early on the second day, getting back the high, rising whistle
that Calvin had told her nmeant, "Okay, |'Il tell them" but she was already started to fear it was
too late. She watched the blinp sail serenely toward the frozen sea, and asked herself why she had
i nsisted they |eave

the forest. And if they nust, why not go on Whistlestop, sailing over it all, far fromterrible
things |ike nudfish that refused to die?

Her reasons were as valid now as they had been then, but it didn't stop her from bl ani ng herself.
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Gaby could not ride in the blinps, and they had to find a way out. But she thought there nust he
easier, nore satisfying things than taking the responsibility for other lives, and she was sick of
her own life. She wanted out, she wanted soneone else to take the burden. How had she ever thought
she could be a Captai n? What had she done right since taking command of Ri ngnaster?

What she really wanted was sinple, but so hard to find. She wanted | ove, just |ike anyone el se.
Bill had said he | oved her; why couldn't she say it back to hin? She had thought she mi ght be able
to say it, sonmeday, but nowit |ooked like he was going to die, and he was her responsibility.

She al so wanted adventure. It had driven her all through her life, fromthe first com c book she
opened, the first space docunentary she had watched as a w de-eyed child, the first old black and
white flat-screen swashbuckl ers and full-col or westerns she saw. The thirst to do sonething

out rageous and heroic had never left her. It had pushed her away fromthe singing career her

nmot her wanted, and the housew fe rol e everyone el se thrust at her. She wanted to swoop down on the
base of the space pirates, lasers blazing, to slink through the jungle with a band of fierce

revol utionaries for a night raid on the eneny stronghold, to search for the Holy Grail or destroy
the Death Star. She had found other reasons, as an adult, to slog her way through college and
train herself to he the best there was so that when the chance cane, they could choose no other
for the Saturn mission. Beneath it all, nevertheless, it was the itch to travel and see strange

pl aces and do things no one el se had done that | anded her on the decks of Ri ngnaster.

New she had her adventure. She was floating down a river in a cockleshell boat inside the nost
titanic structure ever seen by a human eye, and a man who | oved her was dyi ng.

East Hyperion was a | and of gently rolling hills and long stretches of plains, dotted with w nd-
blown trees like an African savanna. Ophion grew narrower and began to rush along, at the sane

ti me beconmi ng nysteriously cool er

They drifted for five or six kilometers at the nmercy of the river, past lowcliffs that dropped
abruptly at the water's edge. Titanic was unsteerable when she noved fast. Crocco watched for a
widening in the river and a place to |and.

She saw it, and they spent two hours fighting the current with poles and paddles to bring the boat
to the rocky share. Both of themwere on their |last reserves of strength. Mre om nously, there
was no food in the boat and East Hyperion did not |ook fertile.

They dragged Titanic up the shore, feet sliding over rocks tunbled snmooth by the water, until they
were sure it was out of danger. Bill was not aware of the novenent. He had not spoken in a |ong
tinme.

Cirocco sat up with Bill while Gaby fell into a death-1ike sleep. She kept herself awake by
exploring the area within a hundred nmeters of the canpsite.

There was a | ow bank twenty neters fromthe river's edge. She scranbled to the top

East Hyperion |ooked like a great place for a farmer. Wde stretches of the land | ooked |ike a
yel | ow Kansas wheat field. That illusion was spoiled by other areas that were rust red, and still
others of a pale blue mxed with orange. It all rippled in the wind Iike tall grass. Dark shadows
drifted by, sone of the clouds so | ow they forned fogbanks in the creek beds, even in sunlight.
To the cast, hills marched to the twilight zone of west Rhea, gradually gaining a green coloring
that nust have been forest, then losing it in the darkness to becone stark rocky mountains. In the
west the land flattened out, with the shallow | akes and begs of the nudfish marsh glittering as
they caught the sunlight. Beyond that was the darker green of the tropical forest, and hi gher up
the curve were nore plains that vanished into the twilight of Oceanus, with its frozen sea.
Scanning the distant hills, she saw a group of aninals: black dots against the yell ow background
Perhaps two or three of the dots were larger than the others.

She was about to return to the tent when she heard the nusic.

It was so faint and distant that she realized she had been hearing it for some time wthout
recognizing it for what it was. There would be a rapid cluster of tones, then a sustained note,
wrenchingly sweet and clear. It spoke of quiet places and an case she thought she m ght never see
again, and was as famliar as a song beard in the cradle.

She found herself crying quietly, being as still as she could, willing the wind to he still with
her. But the song was gone.

The Titanide found themwhile they were taking down the tent prior to nmoving Bill. It stood on the
top of the bluff where Cirocco had been the day before. Cirocco waited for it to nake the first
nove, but it seened to have the sane idea

The nost obvious word for the thing was centaur. It had a | ower part shaped like a horse, and an
upper half so human it was frightening. G rocco was not quite sure she believed in it.

It was not as Disney had envisioned centaurs, nor did it have much to do with the classical Creek
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nodel. It had a lot of hair, yet its donminant feature was pal e naked skin. There were great nulti-
col ored cascades of hair mthe head and tail, on the |lower parts of all four |egs, and on the
creature's forearns. Oddest of all, there was hair between the two front legs, in the place where

a decent horse-which Cirocco's mnd kept trying to see-had nothing but snooth hide. It carried a
shepherd's crook, and but for a few snmall ornanents, wore no cl ot hing.

Cirocco was sure this was one of the Titanides Calvin had nmentioned, though he had nade a m st ake
in translation. It-she, Calvin had said they were all fennle-she was not six- |egged, but six-

I'i mbed.

Cirocco took a step forward, and the Titanide put a hand to her nmouth, then held it out in a quick
gesture.

"Look out ! "she called. "Please be cautious." For a split second Crocco wondered what the
Titani de was tal ki ng about, but that was quickly buried in astonishnent. The Titani de had not
spoken English, Russian, or French, which until that nmonment had been the only | anguages C rocco
knew.

"What's the ... " She stopped, clearing her throat. Some of the words were pitched quite high
"What's the matter? Are we in danger?" Questions were hard, requiring a conplex appoggi atura.

"I perceived you to be," the Titanide sang. "I felt you nust surely fall. But you must know best
what is right for your own Kkind.,

Gaby was | ooking at Crocco strangely. "What the hell's going on?" she asked.

"I can understand her," Cirocco said, not wanting to get into it any deeper. "She told us to be
careful ."

"Careful of ... how? "

"How did Cal vin understand the blinp? Sonething's been nessing with our mnds, honey. It's com ng
in handy right now, so shut up." She hurried on before other questions could be voiced, because
she knew none of the answers.

"Are you the people of the marshes?" the Titanide asked. "or do you cone fromthe frozen sea?"

"Neither,” Cirocco trilled. "W have travel ed through the marsh on our way to the . . . to the sea
of evil, but none of us is hurt. W nean you no harm™

"You will do nme little harmif you go to the sea of evil, for you will be dead. You are too |arge
to he angels who have lost their wings, and too fair for creatures of the sea. | confess |I have
not seen your |ike before."

"W ... could you join us on the beach? My song is weak; the wind does not lift it."

"I'"ll be there in two shakes of your tail."

"Rocky! " Gaby hissed. "Look out, she's going to cone down! " She noved in front of Cirocco and
stood with her glass sword hel d ready.

" 1 know she is," Cirocco said, grappling with Gaby's sword arm "I asked her to. Put that away
before she gets the wong idea, and stay back. 1'Il yell if there's trouble."

The Titanide canme down the cliff forelegs-first, her arnms out for bal ance. She danced ninbly,
riding the small aval anche she had created, then she was trotting toward them Her feet nmade a
fam liar clopping sound on the rocks.

She was thirty centinmecters taller than Cirocco, who found herself taking a step back as the
Titani de drew closer. Seldomin

her life had she net a taller wonan, but this female creature would have towered over anyone but a
prof essi onal basketbal|l player. Seen close, she was nore alien than ever, precisely be- cause
parts of her were so human

A series of red, orange, and blue stripes that Crocco had thought were natural narkings turned
out to be paint. They were arranged in patterns, confined nostly to her face and chest. Four
chevron stripes adorned her belly, just above where her navel woul d have been if she had possessed
one.

Her face was wi de enough to nake the broad nose and nouth | ook appropriate. Her eyes were huge,
with a | ot of space between them The irises were brilliant yellow, with radial streaks of green
surroundi ng wi de pupils.

The eyes were so astonishing that Cirocco alnost failed to notice the nbst non-hunan feature of
her face. She had thought they were an odd kind of flower tucked behind each ear, but they turned
out to be the ears thenselves. The pointed tips reached over the crown of her head.

"I amcalled C Sharp . " she sang. It was a series of nusical notes in the key of C Sharp
"What did she say? " Gaby whi spered.

"She sai d her nanme was " She sang the nane, and the Titani des ears perked up

"I can't call her that," Gaby protested.

"Call her C Sharp. WII you shut up and let ne do the talking? " She turned back to the Titanide
"My name is G rocco, or Captain Jones," she sang. "This is ny friend, Gaby."
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The ears drooped to her shoul ders, and G rocco nearly | aughed. Her expression had not changed, but
the cars had spoken vol unes.

"Just 'sheer-ah-ko-or-cap-ten-jonz'? " she chanted in an imtation of Cirocco's nonotone. When she
si ghed her nostrils flared with the force of it, but her chest did not nove. "It is a |ong nane,
but not a wi ndy one, begging your pardon. Do you folk feel no joy, to nanme yourselves so dourly?"
"Qur nanes are chosen for us," G rocco sang, feeling unaccountably enbarrassed. it was a dul

nmoni ker to give the Titanide after she had handed Cirocco such a sprightly air. "Qur speech is not
as yours, nor our pipes so deep."

C Sharp laughed, and it was an entirely human | augh.

"You speak with the voice of a thin reed, indeed, but | like you. I would take you honme to ny

hi ndmot her for a feast, if you were agreeable."

"We woul d accept your invitation, but one of us is badly injured. W need help."

"Which of you is it?" she sang, cars flapping in consternation. "It is neither of us, but another.
He has broken the bone in one of his legs." She noted in passing that the Titani de | anguage

i ncl uded pronoun constructions for nmale and femal e. Song fragnents neani ng nal e-not her and fenal e-
not her and even less likely concepts flitted through her head.

"A bone in his leg," C Sharp sang, her cars doing a conplicated semaphore. "Unless | mss ny
guess, this is quite serious for folk such as you, who cannot spare one. | will call the heal er at
once." She raised her staff and sang briefly into a small green lunp at the end.

Gaby' s eyes wi dened.

"They have radi 0? Rocky, tell me what's going on."

"She said she'd call a doctor. And that |I have a dull nanme.” "Bill could use the doctor, but he
ain't gonna be a nmenber of the AMA. "

"Don't you think I know that?" she hissed, angry. "Bill's |ooking very bad, danmit. Even if this
doctor has nothing but horse pills and ju-ju, it won't hurt for himto take a | ook."

"WAs that your speech?" C Sharp asked. "Or are you in respiratory distress?"

"It's the way we talk. "

"Pl ease forgive me. My hindnother says | nust learn tact. | amnerely-" she sang the nunber twenty-
seven and a tinme word that Crocco could not convert, " -and have nuch to be taught beyond wonb
know edge. "

"I understand," sang Cirocco, who did not. "W nust be strange to you. You certainly are to us."
"Am | ?" The key of her song betrayed that it was a new thought to C Sharp

"To one who has never seen your kind."

"I't must be as you say. But if you have never seen a Titanide, fromwhence do you conme in the
great wheel of the world?"

G rocco had been puzzled by the way her mind translated C Sharp's song. It was when she heard the
notes "whence, " that she realized, by calling to mind alternate interpretations of the two- note
word, that C Sharp was speaking in polite, formal nodality, using the mcrotone flattening of
pitch reserved for the young speaking to elders. She switched to the chromatic tone rows of

i nstructional node.

"Not fromthe wheel at all. Beyond the walls of the world is a bigger place that you can't see-"
"Ch! You're fromEarth!"

She had not said Earth, any nore than she had called herself a Titanide. But the inpact of the
word for the third planet fromthe sun surprised Crocco as nuch as if she had. C Sharp went on
her attitude and posture having shifted with her switch-following Cirocco's |ead-to teaching
speech. She becane aninmated, and if her ears had been the tiniest bit wi der she would have fl apped
into the air.

"I"mconfused," she sang. " | thought Earth was a fable for the young, spun out around canpfires.
And | thought Earth beings to be like Titanides."

Cirocco's newy tuned car strained at the last word, wondering if it should be translated as
people. As in "we people, you barbarians." But the chauvinistic overtones were not there. She
spoke of her species as one anbng many in Gaea.

"We are the first to cone," Cirocco sang. "I'msurprised you know of us, as we knew not hing of you
until this nonent."
"You don't sing of our great deeds, as we sing of yourself "I"'mafraid not."

C Sharp gl anced over her shoul der. Another Titanide stood atop the bluff now She |Iooked nuch Iike
C Sharp, but with a disturbing difference.

"That's B Flat . . ." she sang, then, |ooking guilty, shifted back to fornmal node.

"Before his arrival, there is a question | would ask that has been burning ny soul since first |
saw you."

file:/lIF|/rah/John%20Varley/Varley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt (56 of 118) [1/15/03 7:27:02 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Iohn%20V arley/V arley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt
"You don't have to treat nme as an elder," Cirocco sang. "You might be older than I am"

"Ch, no. | amthree by the reckoning of Earth. What | w sh to know, hoping the inquiry is not an
i npudent one, is how you stand for so very |long w thout toppling over?"

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

Wien the other Titanide joined them the disturbing difference Cirocco noted earlier was
abundantly cl ear, and even nore disturbing. Between the front |egs, where C Sharp had a patch of
hair, B Flat had a conpl etely human penis.

"Holy God," Gaby whi spered, nudging Crocco's elbow "WII you be quiet?" Cirocco said. "This
makes nme very nervous. "

"You, nervous? Wat about ne? | can't understand a note you're singing. But it's pretty, Rocky.
You sing real nice."

O her than the nale genitals in front, B Flat was al nost identical to C Sharp. Both had high,
conical breasts and hairless, pale skin. Their faces were both vaguely feninine, w de-nouthed and
beardl ess. B Flat had nore paint on his body, nore flowers in his hair. Aside fromthat and the
penis the two woul d have been hard to tell apart.

One end of a wooden flute protruded froma fold of skin at the Ievel of his nmssing navel
Apparently it was a pouch

B Flat stepped forward and extended his hand. Cirocco stepped back and B Flat noved swiftly,
putting a hand on each of her shoul ders. She was frightened for only a nonent, then realized he
shared C Sharp's apprehension. He had thought she was falling backwards, and neant only to steady
her.

"I'"'mfine," she sang, nervously. "I can stand on nmy own." His bands were |arge, but perfectly
human. It felt very strange to be touching him Seeing an inpossible creature was quite different
fromfeeling its body heat. it brought home forcefully the fact that she was maki ng humanity's
first contact with an intelligent alien. He snelled of cinnanon and appl es.

"The healer will arrive soon." He sang the song of equals with her, though scored in a fornmal
node. "In the neantine, have you caters'

"W woul d offer you food ourselves," Crocco sang, "but in truth, we have run out of provisions."
"And nmy fore-sister offered you none? " B Flat gave C Sharp a reproving | ook, and she hung her
head. "She is curious and inpulsive, but not thoughtful. Please forgive her." The words he used to
describe his relationship to C Sharp were conmplex. Crocco had the vocabul ary, but not all the
referrents.

"She has been nost kind."

"Her hindnother will be pleased to hear it. WIIl you join us? | do not know what nanner of food
you prefer, but if we have any- thing to your liking, it is yours."

He reached into his pouch-a | eather one strapped around his waist, not the one that was part of
hi s body-and came up with sonmething | arge and reddi sh-brown, |ike a snmoked ham He handled it |ike
a turkey drunstick. The Titanides sat, folding their legs neatly and easily, so Grocco and Gaby
sat, too, an operation the Titanides watched with frank interest.

The joint of neat was passed around. C Sharp brought out several dozen green apples. The Titanides
simply put theminto their nmouths whole. There was a crunch, and they were gone.

Gaby was frowning at the fruit. She raised an eyebrow as Cirocco took a bite of one. It tasted
like a green apple. It was white and juicy inside, and had small brown seeds.

"Maybe we'll figure all this out later,” Crocco said. "I wouldn't mnd a few answers right now, "
Gaby retorted. "Nobody's going to believe we sat around eating goddam green pippin apples with

fl esh-col ored centaurs."

C Sharp | aughed. "The one naned Ga-bee sings a rousing song.
"I's she talking to ne?" "She |ikes your song."

Gaby sniled sheepishly. "It was nothing |like the Wagner that's been comi ng fromyour direction.
How do you understand t henf? What about the way they | ook? |I've heard of parallel evolution, but
fromthe wai st up? Humanoids | could believe. | was ready for anything frombig blobs of jello to

gi ant spiders. But they look too nuch Iike us."

"Yet nost of them ook nothing like us."

"Right! " CGaby said, shouting again. "But |ook at that face. Take away the donkey cars. The nouth
is wide and the eyes are big and the nose | ooks like he got hit in the face with a shovel, but
it's in the range of what you can find on Earth. Look |lower, if you dare."” She shuddered. "Look
only at that, and | defy you to tell ne it's not a human penis."
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"Ask her if we can join in," B Flat sang, heartily. "W don't know the words, but can inprovise an
acconpani nent . "

Crocco sang that she had to speak to her friend a little Ionger, and would translate later. He
nodded, but followed the conversation attentively.

"Gaby, please don't shout at ne."

"I"'msorry." She | ooked at her |lap and nmade an effort to calmdown. "I like things to nake sense
A human penis on an alien creature doesn't. Did you see their hands? They have finger- prints, |
saw them The FBI would file themw th no questions asked."

"I saw that."
"If you could tell nme how you talk to them...
Cirocco spread her hands. "I don't know It's as if the | anguage was always in nmy nind. Singing is

harder than listening, but only because ny throat's not up to it. It scared nme at fist, but nowit
doesn't. | trust them"

"Just like Calvin trusts the blinps."”

"lIt's clear that sonething toyed with us while we were asl eep. Sonebody gave ne the | anguages
don't know how or why- and that sonebody gave ne sonething else. It's a feeling that the purpose
behind the gift was not evil. And the nore | talk to the Titanides, the nore I like them"

"Calvin said pretty nuch the sane things about the goddam blinps," Gaby said, darkly. "You nearly
arrested him"

"I think I understand hima little better now. "

The Titanide healer-a fenmal e whose nane was also in the key of B Flat---entered their tent and
spent some tinme exanmining Bill's leg under Cirocco's watchful eye. The edges of the wound were
yel |l ow and bl ue-bl ack. Fluid bubbl ed out when the heal er pressed around it.

The heal er was aware of Cirocco's concern. She twi sted her human torso and rumaged in a | eather
satchel held to her equine back by a cinch strap, came up with a clear round flask filled with
brown fl uid.

"A strong disinfectant," she sang, and waited. "Wat is his condition, healer?

"Very grave. Wthout treatment, he will be with Gaea in a few tens of revolutions." G rocco
translated it that way at first, but there had been one word used for the tinme period. Applying
metric prefixes, she thought of it as a decarev. One revolution of Gaea took nearly one hour

The nmeaning of "be with Gaea" was clear, though she did not use the word Gaea. She referred at
once to her world, to the Goddess who was the world, and to the concept of returning to the soil.
There was no connotation of imortality.

"Perhaps you would prefer to await the arrival of a healer of your own kind," the Titani de sang.
"Bill may never see him" "This is so. My renedi es should remove the infestations of snal
parasites. | don't knowif they will inhibit the workings of his netabolism | could not promse
you, for instance, that ny treatnent woul d not harmthe punp which propels his vital fluids, as
don't know where this punp is |located in your kind."

"I't's right here," Crocco sang, thunping her chest. The Titanide's ears junped up and down. She
pressed one car to Bill's chest.

"No fooling" she sang. "Well, Gaea is w se, and says not why she spins."

Crocco was in an agony of indecision. The concepts of netabolismand of gernms were not things a
wi tch doctor woul d know about. Those words had transl ated exactly that way. Yet even the heal er
was aware that her medicine m ght harma hunman body.

But Calvin was gone, and Bill was dying. "Pray, what are these used for?" the heal er sang. She was
holding Bill's foot. Her fingers gently bent the toes.
"Uh, they're ... " she groped, but could not find the words for atrophied evolutionary vestiges.

There was a word for evolution, but not as applied to living things. "They' re useful in keeping
one's bal ance, but not indispensable. They are oversights, or inperfections of design."

"Ah, " the healer crooned. "Gaea nakes mistakes, it is well known. Take, for instance, the one
with whom | was first hind- sexed, nmany mnyriarevs ago." Cirocco wanted to translate the object of
the last sentence as "ny husband," but that didn't fit, it could as easily have been "nmy wife,"

t hough that was off the mark, too. There was not an English equivalent, she realized, then
renenber ed her problem

"Do what you can for ny friend," she sang. "I comend himinto your hands."

The heal er nodded, and got to work. She first bathed the wound with the brown |iquid. She packed
it with a yellow jelly and put a large leaf next to the skin, "to lure out the small eaters of his
flesh." Cirocco's hopes rose and fell as she watched. She didn't care for the leaf, nor for the
reference to luring. It looked too primtive. But when the heal er dressed the wound, she used
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bandages taken from seal ed packets that she said had been "cl eansed of parasites."

As she worked, she examined Bill's body with great interest, sometines humring a little ditty of
ast oni shnent .

"Now who woul d have thought of that . . . ? .. a nuscle here? Attached so? Li ke wal ki ng
on broken feet ... no, | don't believe it." She descri bed Gaea variously as w se, endlessly
i nventive, needlessly elaborate, and a silly fool. She al so observed that Gaea enjoyed the

occasi onal joke as well as the next deity- this while staring in astonishnent at Bill's buttocks.

Crocco was covered in sweat when the heal er was through. At |east she had not produced rattles or
voodoo dolls, nor drawn nmagi cal marks in the sand. Wen she had tied the last knot in the
bandages, she began to sing a song of healing. Crocco couldn't see that it would hurt anything.
The heal er bent over Bill and put her arnms around and under him lifted himgently fromthe wai st
and held himclose to her body. She placed his head on her shoul der and bent her own head down
until her lips were close to his ear. She rocked back and forth, crooning a lullaby w thout words.
Bill gradually stopped shivering. Color began to return to his face, which became nore peacefu
than it had been since the injury.

In a few mnutes, Crocco would have sworn he was smling.

CHAPTER FI FTEEN

Crocco found she had sone Preconceptions that had to be di scarded.

The first was the nost obvious. Wen B Flat arrived and | ooked rmuch |i ke C Sharp except for his
sexual organs, she- had assunmed Titanides were going to be hard to tell apart.

The group that showed up in response to C Sharp's call |ooked |ike escapees froma nerry-go-round.
The heal er had eneral d green head and tail hair. The rest of her body was covered in thick, snow
white fur. There was another hairy one.. a strawberry blonde with a dappling of violet. There was
a brown and white pinto, and one w thout any hair at all except on his tail. H's skin was pale

bl ue.

The | ast of the group | ooked naked but was not; she had the pelt of a horse not only on the part
of her where it woul d have | ooked reasonabl e, but on her human upper-half, too. She was zebra-
striped in bright yell ow and searing orange, and had | avender head and tail hair. Looking away
fromher did no good; the inage burned itself into the retina.

Not satisfied with the carnival atnmosphere, the Titani des painted their bare skins and stained
patches of their hair. They wore neckl aces and bracel ets, stuck baubles in holes pierced

through noses and cars, tied chains of brass links and col ored stones or ropes of flowers around
their legs. Each had a nusical instrunment slung over the shoulder or protruding fromthe pouch
made of wood or animal horn or seashell or brass.

The second preconception-which was actually the first, since Calvin had told them about it-was
that Titanides were all female. A tactful question to the heal er brought a straightforward answer
and an awesone denonstration. The Titani des each had three sex organs.

She knew about the frontal, human-sized nmale or fermale genitalia. These deternined the pronoun
gender for reasons that nust have nade sense to a Titanide.

in addition, each had a | arge vagi nal openi ng under the tail

just like a female horse. It was the one in the nmiddle that shocked Gaby and G rocco. in the soft
belly between the healer's hind legs was a thick, fleshy sheath, and out of it canme a penis that
was human in every detail but for the fact that it was as long and thick as Cirocco's arm
Cirocco had thought herself sophisticated. She had seen many naked nen, and it had been years
since any of them had any- thing new to show her. She Iiked nmen and she liked intercourse, but
that thing made her think about becom ng a nun. Her strong

reacti on disturbed her; She knew it was the sane feeling Gaby had expressed, that of being nore
upset by close parallels than by something utterly alien

The third thing Crocco had to rethink was triggered by the realization that, though she knew t he
| anguage and coul d now use the nouns for each of the Titani de sex organs, she had not known of the
rear ones until told about them she still did not know why there were three, and could not find
t he know edge in her mnd

What she had were word lists and grammatical rules of corn- position. it worked well for nouns;
she had only to ~ of an object to know the word. It began to fail with sonme of the verbs. Running
and jumpi ng and swi nm ng and breathing were clear enough. Verbs for things Titanides did and
humans didn't were not so neat.

Where the systemfell apart was in describing fanmlial relationships, codes of behavior, nores,
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and a host of other things where Titani des and humans shared little common ground. These concepts
becane null notes in the Titanide songs. She sonetines translated themto herself or to Gaby with
conpl ex hyphenates such as she-who-i s-mny-hi ndnother's-frontal -ortho-sibling, or the-sense-of-

ri ght eous-1 oat hi ng-for-angels. These phrases were each one word in Titani de song.

It came down to the fact that an alien thought in her head was still an alien thought. She could
not deal with it until it was explained to her; she had no referrents.

The | ast conplication caused by the arrival of the healer's group was in the matter of nanes:
There were too nmany nanes in the sanme key signatures, so her original systemfell apart. Gaby
couldn't sing them so Cirocco had to find English words to use.

She had started off in a musical vein, and decided to continue it. The first one they met she now
dubbed C-Sharp Hornpi pe because the nanme sounded like a sailor's hornpipe. B Flat becane B Fl at
Banjo. The healer was B Lullaby, the strawberry bl onde was G m nor Valse, the pinto B darino, and
the blue Titanide now bore the nanme of G Foxtrot. She called the yell ow and orange zebra D m nor
Hur dy- gur dy.

Gaby pronptly dropped the key signatures, as someone who was al ways being call ed Rocky shoul d have
known she woul d.

The anbul ance was a | ong wooden wagon wi th four rubber- tired wheels, pulled by two Titanides in
| oose harness. It had a pneumatic suspension and friction brakes operated by the team of pullers.

The wood was bright yellow, |like new pine, mlled wondrously snmooth and fitted together with no
nails.
Cirocco and Gaby put Bill on a huge bed in the center of the wagon and clinbed in after him al ong

with Lullaby, the Titanide healer. She took her station at his bedside, |egs fol ded beneath her,
singing to himand wiping his browwith a wet cloth. The other Titani des wal ked al ongsi de, except
for Honpi pe and Banjo, who remained behind with their flocks. They had around 200 ani mals the size
of cows, each with four legs and a thin, supple neck three neters |ong. The necks had di ggi ng

cl aws and

puckered nouths at the end. They fed by forcing their nmouths into the ground and sucking mlk from
t he backs of sludge- worns. They had one eye at the base of the neck. Wth their heads in the
ground they could still see what was happeni ng above.

Gaby | ooked at one with a faintly scandalized expression on her face, reluctant to adnmit that such
a thing could exist.

"' Gaea has her good days and her bad days,"' she concluded, quoting a Titani de aphorism C rocco
had transl ated. "She nust have cone off a nine-day hi nge when she thought that one up. Wat about
those radi os, Rocky? Can we get a | ook at then?"

"I''"ll see." She sang to Clarino, the pinto, asking if they m ght | ook at his speakerplant, then
stopped as soon as she had the word out.

"They don't build them" she said. "They grow them" "Wy didn't you say so before?"

"Because | just nowrealized it. Bear with ne, Gaby. The word for them nmeans 'the seed of the

pl ant that carries song.' Take a | ook."

The item strapped to the end of Clarino's staff was an obl ong yell ow seed, snooth and featurel ess
but for a soft brown spot.

"It listens here," Clarino sang, indicating the spot. "Do not touch it, as it will go deaf. It
sings your song to its nother, and if she is pleased she sings it to the world."

"I fear | do not entirely understand."

G arino pointed over Gaby's shoulder. "There is one who still has her children.”
He trotted to a clunp of bushes growing in a hollow A bell- shaped growth energed fromthe ground
besi de each bush. Grasping the bell, he wenched a plant free and carried it, roots and all, back

to the wagon.

"One sings to the seeds,
several bars of a dance in five-four time. "Bend your ears now .
"That is, do what your kind does to enhance your hearing."

After half a mnute, they heard the horn notes, reedy as an old Edison cylinder, but quite
distinct. Clarino sang a harnmonic, which was quickly repeated. There was a pause, then the two
t henes were played sinmultaneously.

he expl ained. He took his brass horn fromhis shoul der and pl ayed
" He stopped, enbarrassed.

"She hears ny song and likes it, you sec?" Clarino sang, with a big snmle on his face.

"Like the request line of a radio station," Gaby said. What if the disc jockey doesn't want to
play that song?"

Crocco transl ated Gaby's question as best she coul d.

"It takes practice to sing pleasingly,” Catino acknow edged. "But they are of good faith. The
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not her can speak nore swiftly than four feet can fly."

Crocco translated but Carino interrupted her

"The seeds are also useful in building the eyes that see in darkness,
the well of wind for the approach of angels."

"That sounded l|ike radar," G rocco said.

Gaby eyed her dubiously. "You going to believe everything these over-educated pol o ponies tel

you?"

"You tell nme how those seeds work if it isn't electronically. Wuld you prefer nental tel epathy?"
"Magi ¢ m ght be easier to swallow"

"Call it magic, then. | think there's crystals and circuits in those seeds. And if you can grow an
organi ¢ radi o, why not radar?"

"Maybe radio. Only because |'ve seen it with ny own eyes, not because | want to have anything to
do with it. But not radar."

he sang. "Wth them we scan

The Titanide radar installation was under a tent in the front of the anbulance. it woul d have
baf f| ed Rube Gol dberg. There were nuts and | eaves attached to a pot of soil with thick copper-
vines leading into it. Lullaby said the soil contained a worm which generated "essence of power."
There was a rack of radio seeds connected with snarls of needle-tipped vines, apparently inserted
with some precision since each seed had a tight cluster of oozing pinpricks around the spot where
contact had finally been nade. There were other things, all of a vegetable nature, including a

| eaf that gl owed when struck by a beamof l|ight fromyet another plant.

"It's easy to read," Lullaby sang, cheerfully. "This dot of false fire represents the sky giant
you see over there, toward Rhea."

She indicated a spot on the screen with her finger. "See how it loses life . . . there! Now it
shines brightly, but shifted."

Cirocco began a translation, but Gaby interrupted her.

"I know how radar works," she grunbled. "The whol e set-up offends ne."

"We have little need of it now, " Carino assured them "This is not the season for angels. They
cone when CGaea breathes fromthe cast, and tornent us until she sucks them back to her breast."
Cirocco wondered if she heard that right; did she sing "sucks themat her breast"? She didn't

pursue it because Bill groaned and opened his eyes.
"Hello," Lullaby sang. "So glad you could conme back."
Bill yel ped, then screamed when he put pressure on his leg. Crocco put herself between Bill and

Lul | aby. He saw her, and sighed in relief

"Very bad dream Rocky," he said.

She rubbed his forehead. "It wasn't all a dream probably." "Huh? Oh, you mean the centaurs. No, |
renenber when the

white one was rocking ne and singing.” "Well, how are you feeling, then?"

"Wak. My leg doesn't hurt so bad. Is that a good sign, or is it dead?"
"I think you're getting better."

"What about ... uh, you know. Gangrene." He | ooked away from her

"I don't think so. It looked a |ot better after the healer treated you.
"Heal er? The cent aur ?"

"It was all there was left to do," Cirocco said, doubts overwhel mi ng her again. "Calvin hasn't
arrived. | watched her, and she seened to know what she was doi ng."

She t hought he had gone back to sleep. After a long tine his eyes opened and he smiled faintly.
"I't's not a decision |'d have wanted to make."

"It was terrible, Bill. She said you were dying, and | believed her. it was either do nothing
until Calvin got here-and | don't know what he could do w thout any nedicine-and she said she
could kill the germs, which made sense because-"

He touched her knee. His hand was cold, but steady.

"You did the right thing," he said. "Watch ne. |'mgoing to be wal king in another week."

It was | ate afternoon-always, nonotonously, |ate after- noon-and sonmeone was shaki ng her shoul der
She blinked rapidly.

"Your friends have arrived," Foxtrot sang.

"I't was the sky giant we saw earlier," Lullaby added. "They were aboard all the tinme."

"Friends?"

"Yes, your healer, and two others."”

"Two . ." She got to her feet. "Those others. Do you have news of then? One is known to nme. Is
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the second like her, or male, like ny friend Bill?"

The heal er frowned. "Your pronouns confuse me. | frankly do not know which of you is nmale and
whi ch femal e, since you hide behind strips of cloth.”

"Bill's male, me and Gaby are female. 1'Il explain it to you later, but which one is on the sky
giant? "

Lul I aby shrugged. "The giant did not say. He is as bemused as |. "

Wi stl estop hovered over the columm of Titanides and the wagon, which had halted to wait for the
drop. A chute blossonmed with a tiny black figure on the end of it. Calvin, no doubt about it.
While he drifted down another chute appeared, and Crocco strained to see who it mght be. The
figure | ooked too big, sonehow. Then a third chute opened, and a fourth.

There were a dozen parachutes in the air before she spotted Gene. The rest, incredibly, were

Ti t ani des.

"Hey, it's Gene!l" Gaby yelled. She was standing a short distance away with Foxtrot and d ari no.

Crocco had stayed with the wagon. "I wonder if April is-"

"Angel s! Angel s attacking! Formup!'

The voice was a screech.. a Titanide voice that had lost all its music, choked with hate. Crocco
was dunbfounded to see Lullaby hunched over the radar set, shouting orders. Her face was
contorted, all thought of Bill forgotten

"What's going on?" she began, then ducked as Lullaby vaulted over her

"CGet down, two-legs! Stay out of this."

sirocco | ooked up, and the sky was filled with w ngs.

They were dropping around the sides of the blinp, wings tucked to gain speed, attacking the
falling Titani des who hung hel plessly fromtheir shrouds. There were dozens of them

She was thrown to the floor of the wagon when it jerked for- ward to the sound of snapping harness
| eather. She just missed falling out the open tailgate, struggled to her hands and knees in tine
to see Gaby leap and catch the sides of the wagon with her hands. Cirocco hel ped her in.

"What the hell's going n?" Gaby held a bronze sword Cirocco had not seen before.

"Watch out! ", Bill was tossed fromhis bed. Crocco crawmed to himand tried to get himback in
but the wagon kept crashing over rocks and crevices.

"Stop this thing, goddarnn it!" Cirocco yelled, then sang it in Titanide. It nmade no difference
The two hitched in front were heading for the battle and nothing would stop them One held a sword
whi ch she brandi shed above her, shrieking |ike a denon

G rocco sl apped one of themon the runp and al nost |ost her scalp as the sword flashed at her
Keepi ng her head | ow, she | ooked down at the knots hitching the Titanides to the wagon

"Gaby, give ne that thing, quick." The sword cane through the air hilt-first and | anded at her
feet. She backed at the | eather harnesses. One cane free, then the other

The Titanides did not notice the |oss. They quickly outdistanced the wagon, which then slamred to
a halt against a boul der.

"What was that all-"

"l don't know. All anyone told ne is to stay low. Gve ne a hand with Bill, will you?"

He was awake, and did not seemto be hurt. He watched the sky as they put himback on the pallet.
"Holy Christ!" he said, just loud enough to be, heard over the
screech of the Titanides. "They're getting nmurdered up there."
one of the flying creatures

sl ash three parachute shrouds above one of the descending Titanides. The chute folded. Wth

si ckeni ng speed the Titanide vani shed behind a low hill to the west.

"Those are angel s?" Bill wondered. To Titanides, they were angels of death. Human in shape, with
feathered wi ngs that neasured seven neters fromtip to tip, the angels turned the peaceful air
over Hyperion into a slaughterhouse. Al the parachutes were soon cleared fromthe sky.

The battle went on behind the hill, out of their sight. Titanides screeched Iike %mails on a

bl ackboard, and hi gh above was an eerie wall that had to he the angels.

"Behi nd you," Gaby warned. Cirocco turned quickly.

An angel approached silently fromthe east. It skimred the ground, great w ngs notionless, grow ng
| arger with inpossible speed. She saw the sword in its left hand, the human face twi sted with

bl oodl ust, tears streaking fromthe corners of the eyes, the nuscles knotting in the armas it
brought the sword back .

It passed over them beating its wings to rise over the low hill. The tips touched the ground and
stirred gouts of dust.

"M ssed ne," Gaby said.

"Sit down," G rocco told her. "You nmake a great target standing up like that. And it did not mss
you. it changed its mind at the last noment; | saw it stop the swing."

Cirocco |l ooked up in tine to see
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."Why did it do that?" She crouched beside Cirocco and scanned the horizon

"I don't know. Mdst likely because you don't have four |egs. But the next one m ght not be so
observant."

They wat ched anot her angel approach froma slightly different angle. It sliced through the air

| egs together, sone kind of tail surface extending behind its feet, arns at its sides, w ngs

twi tching just enough to nmaintain speed. In grace and economny of notion, Crocco had never seen
its equal

They saw anot her build speed by flying straight at the ground. It pulled out at the | ast possible
i nstant, Kkissing the ground unti

it vani shed over the brow of the hill. Any crop duster in the world would have been hol | ow eyed
and white-faced.

"They're very good," Gaby whi spered.

"l wouldn't want to get in a dogfight with them"” Cirocco agreed. "They'd fly the pants off ne."
A chilly wind blew up fromthe east, raising dust fromthe dry ground.

Then the Titanides canme charging around the hill, followed by a flock of angels. Cirocco

recogni zed Lullaby and Carino and Foxtrot. Clarino's left foreleg was red with bl ood. The

Titani des carried wooden | ances tipped with brass, and bronze swords.

They were no longer giving voice to their battle song, but the frenzy was still in their eyes.
Steam puffed fromtheir nostrils and the ones with bare skin glistened. They thundered by, then
wheel ed to face the angels.

"They're using the wagon for cover!" Gaby shouted. "W're going to be caught in the niddle. Get,
of f, quick!"

"What about Bill?,, Crocco yelled. Gaby's eyes |ocked with hers for an instant. She seenmed about
to speak, then grow ed sonething unintelligible and took her sword from G rocco. Wth a lot nore
courage than conmon sense, she stood at the back of the wagon and faced the oncom ng angels. Once
again, all Crocco could see was her back as she stood between her | ove and approachi ng danger
The angel s ignored her. She stood with her sword ready, but they went around the sides of the
wagon to reach the Titani des who were making a stand behind it.

The noi se was beyond belief. The wail of the angels mixed with the shriek of the Titanides while
scores of giant wings tore the air

A nonstrous shape | oomed out of the dust cloud, a nightmare painted in shades of brown and bl ack
wi ngs noving |ike shadows cone to life. It was blind, sword and | ance jabbing aimessly as the
angel tried to get its bearings in the masma. It seemed no larger than a child of ten. Dark bl ood
ran froma wound in its side

It was above themwhen it hurled its lance. The brass tip passed through the sleeve of Gaby's robe
and bit into the floor of the wagon, twanging |ike a bowstring. Then the angel was past them and
a wooden spear was growing fromits neck. It fell, and Crocco could see nothing nore.

As quickly as the battle had cone to them it was gone. The wailing took on a different note and
the angel s rose, dw ndl ed, becane nothing but flapping shapes high in the air, headed cast.

There was a commotion on the ground beside the wagon. The three Titani des were tranpling the body
of the fallen angel. it was hard to tell that the body had ever |ooked human. Cirocco | ooked away,
si ckened by the bl ood and the murderous rage on the faces of the Titanides.

"Nat do you think made them go away?" Gaby asked. "Just a couple nore mnutes and they'd have
wrapped it up."

"They must know sonething we don't," Crocco said. Bill was | ooking to the west.

"There," he said, pointing. "Sonmebody's com ng."

Cirocco saw two familiar figures. It was Hornpi pe and Banjo, the shepherds, approaching at ful
gal | op.

Gaby | aughed, bitterly. "You'll have to show ne sonething better than that. One of those kids is
only three years old, Rocky said."

"There," Bill said again, pointing the other way.

Over the hill canme a wave of Titanides, like a notley cavalry.

CHAPTER SI XTEEN

It was six days after the angel attack, the sixty-fmt day of their enmergence in Gaea. Cirocco was
prone on a low table with her feet in inprovised stirrups. Calvin was down there somewhere, but
she refused to watch him Lullaby, the white-haired Titanije healer, watched and sang as the
operation progressed. Her songs were soothing, but nothing hel ped a great deal
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"The cervix is dilated," Calvin said.

"I'd just as soon not hear about it."

"Sorry." He straightened briefly, and sirocco saw his eyes and forehead above the surgical mask.
He was sweating profusely. Lullaby wiped it away and his eyes showed his gratitude. "Can you nove
that |amp cl oser?"

Gaby positioned the flickering lanp. it threw huge shadows of her legs onto the walls. Cirocco
heard the netallic click of instrunents taken fromthe sterilizing bath, then felt the curette
rattle through the specul um

Cal vin had wanted stainless steel instrunments, but the Tita nides could not nake them He and
Lul  aby had worked with the best artisans until he had brass tools he felt he coul d use.

"It hurts,” Cirocco gritted.

"You're hurting her," Gaby explained, as if Calvin could not understand English

"Gaby, you'll,either be quiet or I'Il find soneone else to hold the lanp." G rocco had never heard
Cal vin speak so harshly. He paused, w ped his brow on his sleeve.
The pain was not intense, but persistent and hard to place, |like an ache of the inner car. She

could hear and feel the scraping, and it set her teeth on edge.

"I"ve got it," Calvin said, softly. "Got what? You can see it? "

"Yeah. You're further along than | thought. It's a good thing you insisted we get it done." He
resumed his scraping, pausing fromtinme to tinme to clean the curette.

Gaby turned away to exami ne sonething in the pal mof her hand. "It's got four legs," she

whi spered, and started to cone to Circocco's side.

"I don't want to see it. Get it away fromne."

"May this one | ook?" Lullaby sang.

"No!" She was fighting nausea, and could not sing the answer to the Titanide but shook her head
violently. "Gaby, destroy it. Right now, do you hear ne?"

"I't's done, Rocky."

Cirocco let out a deep breath that turned into a sob. "I didn't nean to yell at you. Lullaby said
she wanted to see it. | probably should have |l et her. Miybe she'd know what to make of it."

Cirocco protested that she could wal k, but Titanide ideas of medicine included nuch cuddling, body
warnt h, and songs of reassurance. Lullaby carried her across the dirt street to the quarters the
Ti tani des had given them She sang the song of support in tinmes of nental anguish while |owering
her into a bed. There were two enpty ones beside it.

"Wel come to the veterinary hospital,” Bill greeted her. She managed a weak smle as Lull aby
arranged the covers.

"Your hunorous friend cracks jokes agai n?" Lullaby sang. "Yes, he calls this the place-of-healing-
for-animals."

"He shoul d be ashaned. Healing is healing. Drink this, and you will relax."

Cirocco took the wineskin and drank deeply. It burned all the way down and warnth spread through
her. The Titani des drank fernmented beverages for the sane reasons hunmans did, one of the nore
pl easant discoveries of the |last six days.

"I"ve got a feeling ny wists were just slapped,” Bill said. "I know that tone of voice by now "
"She | oves you, Bill, even when you're naughty."

"l was hoping to cheer you up."

"I't was an interesting try. Bill, it had four legs."

"Quch. And ne meki ng jokes about aninals." He reached across and took her hand.

It's okay. It's over now, and all I'd like to do is sleep
wi neskin, and did just that.

She took two nore deep pulls on the

Gaby spent the first hour after her operator! telling everyone she felt fine, then she threw up

and was feverish for two days. , August came through with no ill effects at all. Crocco was sore
but heal t hy.

Bill was doing well in that he was healing but Calvin said the bone had not been set properly.
"So how rmuch longer will it bell, Bill asked. He had asked the question before. There was nothing

to read, no television to watch; nothing but the w ndow | ooki ng out over a dark street in
Titantown. He could not speak to his nurses except in pidgin ditties. Lullaby was |earning
Engl i sh, but very slowy.

"At least two nore weeks," Calvin said. "I feel like | could walk on it now "

"You probably could, and that's the danger. Itld pop like a dry stick. No, | won't let you up
even on crutches, for another two weeks."
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"What about taking himoutside?" Crocco asked. "Wuld you like to go outside, Bill?"

They took Bill and his bed out the door and a short distance along the street before putting him
down beneath one of the ca- nopied trees that made Titantown invisible fromthe air, and provided
t he nearest approach to night they had seen since their exploration of the cable base. The

Titani des kept their hones and streets lighted all the tine.

"Have you seen Gene today?" Cirocco asked. "Depends on what you nmean by today," Calvin asked, with
a yawn. "You still have ny watch."

"But you haven't seen hin®"

Cal vin shook his head. "Not for a while."

"I wonder what he's been up to."

Cal vin had found Gene foll owing the Ophi on through steep terrain as it wound its way anong the
Nermesi s Mountains of Crius, the day region just west of Rhea. He said he had energed in the
twilight zone, and had been wal ki ng ever since, trying to hook up with the others.

When asked what he'd been doing, all he would say was "surviving." Cirocco didn't doubt that, but
wondered just what he incant by it. He brushed off his own experiences in sensory deprivation
sayi ng he had been worried at first but cal ned down when he understood the situation.

Cirocco wasn't sure she knew what he neant by that, either. At first she was happy to have soneone
who seemed as nmininally affected as she had been. Gaby still nmpaned in her sleep. Bill had gaps in
his menory, though it was returning slowy. August was chronically depressed and vergi ng on the
sui cidal. Calvin was happy but wanted to be alone. Only she and Gene seened rel atively unchanged
But she knew she had been touched by nystery during her stay in the darkness. She could sing to
the Titanides. She felt nore had happened to Gene than he was tal ki ng about, and she began to | ook
for signs of it.

He smiled a lot. He kept assuring everyone he was okay, even when no one asked. He was friendly.
Sonetinmes it was too hearty, but other than that he seened fi ne.

She decided to find himand try once nore to tal k about the m ssing two nonths.

She liked Titantown. it was warm under the trees. Since the heat in Gaea cane fromthe ground up,
the high vault acted to trap it. It was a dry heat; by wearing a light shirt and no shoes, G rocco
found her body cooled itself at peak efficiency. The streets were pleasantly light ed with paper

| antens that rem nded her of the Japanese. The ground was hard- packed earth, noistened by things
call ed sprinklerplants that sprayed m st once per revol ution. Wien that happened it snelled like a
summer night's light rainfall. Hedges were so crusted with flowers that petals fell fromthemin a
steady rain. They grew quite well in perpetual darkness.

The Titanides had never heard of urban planning. Dwellings were scattered haphazardly on the
ground, under the ground, and even in the trees. Roads were informally defined by traffic. There
were no signs or named streets, and a map of the town woul d soon have been covered with
corrections as new hones were grown in the mddle of the road and pedestrians trarnpled their way
t hrough hedges until a new equilibriumwas estab- |ished.

Everyone had a cheery song of greeting for her. "Hello, Earth nonster! Still balanced, | see."

" Oh,look, it's the two-legged oddity. Come and feast wi th us, Sheer-ah-ko."

"Sorry, folks," she sang. "Got business. Have you seen C sharp Mei stersinger?"

It amused her to translate their songs that way, though in Titanide, nonster and oddity held no
insult.

But the invitation to feast was a hard one to tumdown. After two nonths of raw nmeat and bl and
fruit, the Titanides' food was too good to be true. Their cuisine was their greatest art form and
with a few mnor exceptions the hunmans could eat anything the Titanides could eat.

She found the building she called Gty Hall nmore by luck than design, stopping frequently to ask
directions. (First left, second right, then around the ... no, that was bl ocked |last kilorev,
wasn't it?) The Titani des understood the |ayout, but she didn't think she ever woul d.

It was City Hall sinply because Meistersinger lived there, and he was the Titani des' cl osest
approach to | eadership. Actually, he was a warlord, but even that was limted. It was

Mei st ersinger who led the reinforcements on the day of the battle with the angels. Since then, he
had behaved |i ke everyone el se.

Crocco had nmeant to ask if he knew where Gene might he found, but it was not necessary. Gene was
al ready there.

"Rocky, so glad you could drop by," he said, getting up and putting his armover her shoul der. He
ki ssed her lightly on the cheek, which annoyed her.

"Me and Meistersinger were just tal king over a couple things you mght be interested in."

"You were . . . you can speak to thenP"
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"Hi s phrasing is atrocious," Mistersinger sang, in the difficult aeolian node, "in the manner of
the Crian peoples. His voice will not settle decently, and his ear is nore suited to the
shall we say unnodul ated words of your own pipes. But we can sing together, after a fashion."

"I heard sone of that,
in front of a baby."
"Way didn't you tell me this before, Gene?" she asked, searching his eyes.

"I didn't think it was inportant,"” he said, waving it off. "I got a dose of what you got, but it
didn't take so well."

"l just wish you' d told ne, that's all."

"I"'msorry, okay?" He seened irritated, and she wondered if he had meant her to know. Surely he
didn't think he could have concealed it nuch | onger

"CGene has been telling ne many interesting things," Meistersinger sang. "He has nmde |ines al

Gene sang, |aughing. "Thinks he can talk over ny head, |ike spelling words

over my table, but they nmake little sense to ne. | would understand, and pray that your superior
song mght clear away the darkness."
"Yeah, Rocky, you take a shot. | can't get this dunb son-of-a- donkey to see it."

Cirocco glanced sharply at him relaxed when she recall ed Mel stersinger knew no English. She stil
thought it bad mannered and childi sh. The Titani de was anything but stupid.

Mei st er si nger was kneel i ng besi de one of the |ow tables the Titani des preferred. He had dul

orange fur a few centineters long, with only his face hare. The skin was chocolate brown. H s eyes
were light gray, set in a face that had at first seemed identi- cal for Titanides, but now seened
to Crocco to have as nmany variations as human faces. She could now tell one from another wi thout
reference to col oring.

But the face was still a fenale one. She could not shake that cultural conditioning, even when the
peni s was vi sible.
Gene had used skin paint to draw a nap on Mistersinger's table. Two parallel lines ran east and

west, and other lines cut the space between into rectangles. it was the inner rimof Gaea, spread
out and seen from above.

"Here's Hyperion," he said, jabbing with a paint-reddened finger. "On the west, Cccanus, on the
cast . . . what did you call it?"

"Rhea. "

"Ri ght. Then cones Crius. There's support cables nunning here, here, and here. Titanides live in
east Hyperion, and west Crius. But there are no angels in Rhea. Do you know why, Rocky? Because
they live in the spokes."

"What's this about, anyway?"

"Bear with ne. Make hi munderstand, will you?"

She did her best. After several attenpts, he | ooked interested and put one orange-nail ed finger
near a dot in west Hyperion

"This, then, would be the great stairway to heaven near the village?"

"Yes, and Titantown is next to it."

Mei st ersi nger frowned. "Why do | see it not?"

"I got that," Cene said, in English. "'Cause |'ve drawed it not," he sang. Wth a flourish, he
made anot her dot beside the |arger one.

"How wi || these lines-kill all of the angel s?" Mei stersinger asked.

Gene turned to CGrocco. "Did he ask why |I'mdrawing all this?"

"No, he asked what this has to do with killing angels, and I1'd like to add a question of ny own,
which is, what in hell are you doing? |I forbid you to go on with this discussion. W can't aid
either side of two warring nations. Didn't you read the Geneva Contact Protocol s?"

Gene was silent for a moment, |ooking away from her. Wen he | ooked back, he spoke quietly.

"Don't you remenber that slaughter, or did you really miss it all? They got wi ped out, Rocky.
Fifteen of these jackasses junped. Al but one died, and so did two nore that were with you. The
angel s lost two, plus one wounded."

"Three. You didn't see what happened to the third." It still nmade her sick to think of it.
"Whatever. The thing is, it was a new tactic. The angels hitched a ride on top of the blinp. At
first we thought the angels had nmade an alliance with the blinps, but it turns out the blinps are
upset, too. They're neutrals. The angels got aboard during a storm so the blinmp thought the extra
wei ght was just water. He gains a couple tons when it rains."

"What's all this '"we' stuff? Are you naking an alliance? You don't have that power. | do, as
ship's Captain.™

"Maybe | shoul d point out that your ship is gone."” If he had neant to wound her, his aimcould not
have been better. She cleared her throat, and went on. "Gene, we're not here as nilitary

advi sors. "
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"Hell, 1 just thought |I'd show thema, few things. Like this map. You can't plan strategy w thout
a map. Theyll need sone new tactics, too, but--~"

Mei st ersi nger nade the high whistle that served as a throatclearing sound. Cirocco realized they
had been ignoring him

"Pardon ne," he sang. "This drawing is a fine thing indeed. | will have it painted on ny chest at
the next tricity jamboree. But we were speaking of ways to kill angels. | would be pleased to hear
nmore of the gray powder of violence you nmentioned earlier.”

"Je-zus, Cene!" Cirocco expl oded, then controlled her voice. "Mistersinger. My friend, whose
command of your songs is poor, nust have expressed hinself badly. | know of no such powder.™

Mei stersinger's eyes were bland pools. "If not the gray powder, then speak to me of the device for
hurling spears into the air farther than the hand can throw "

"Agai n, you nust have nisunderstood. Bear with me for a nmonment |onger, please." She turned to
Gene, trying for a calmfront. "Gene, get out. I'lIl talk to you later."

"Rocky, all | want to do is --"

"That's an order, Cene." He hesitated. She was trained in hand conbat and had the | onger reach

but he was trained, too, and had nore strength. She was far from sure she could beat him but got
ready to try.

The nmonent passed. Gene rel axed, then slanmmed his palmon the table and stal ked fromthe room

Mci stersinger had followed it with eyes that nissed nothing.

"I"'msorry if | caused bad feeling to flow between you and your friend," the Titani de sang.

"I't was not your fault." Her hands were cold now that the confrontation was over. "l ... see here
Mci stersinger," she sang in equals node. "Wich did you believe? Mg, or Gene?"

"Face it, Rah-kee, you |ooked like you had sonething to hide."

G rocco chewed a knuckl e while wondering what to do. The Titani de was sure she was |ying, but how
much di d he al ready know?

"You're right," she sang at last. "W have a powder of violence, strong enough to destroy this
entire town. We know secrets of destruction that | am ashanmed to even hint at ;things that could
blow a hole in your world and | eak the air you breathe into cold space."

"We need nothing like that," Meistersinger sang | ooking interested. "The powder will do nicely."
"I can't give it to you. W brought none with us."

The Titani de had obviously considered his song carefully when he finally sang again

"Your friend Gene thought it possible to nake these things. We are clever with wood, and the
chenmistry of living things."

Crocco sighed. "He's probably right. But we cannot give you the secrets.”

Mei st ersi nger was silent.

"My own personal feelings have little to do with the matter," she explai ned. "Those who are above
me, the wise ones of ny kind, have said this should he so."

Mei st ersi nger shrugged. "If your elders command it, you have little choice.”

"I"'mglad you see it that way."

"Yes." He paused, again choosing his song carefully.

"Your friend Gene is not so respectful of his elders. If | asked himagain, he nmight tell ne
things that | need for victory."

Her heart sank, but she tried not to |let himsee.

"Gene was forgetful. He had a difficult tinme in his journey; his thoughts wandered, but now | have
rem nded himof his duty."”

"I see." He pondered again, offering her a glass of w ne, which she drank gratefully.

"I believe | myself could construct a | auncher of spears. A flexible stick, ends tied together
with a thong."

"Frankly, |I'msurprised you don't have it already. You have rmuch nore conplex things."

"We do have sonething like it which children use for ganmes. "

"The nature of your war with the angels puzzles ne. Wiy do you fight?"

Mei st ersi nger frowned. "Because they are angels."

"There's no other reason? | had been inpressed with your tolerance of other races. You feel no
aninosity for me and ny friends, or the blinps, or the yeti in Cceanus."

"They are angels," he repeated. "You don't wish to live in the sane | and?"

"Angel s woul d be unable to suckle their young at Gaea's breast if they left the great towers. And
we could not live clinging to the walls."

"So you don't conpete for land or food. Could the reason be religious? Do they worship another
God?"

He [ aughed. "Wbrshi p? You put your song together oddly. There is only one Goddess, even to the
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angels. Gaea is known to all races within her."

"Then | just don't understand. Could you make ne see? Wy do you fight? "

Mei st ersi nger the warlord thought for a long tinme. Wen he at last sang, it was in a nournful

m nor key.

"OfF all the things in this life, that is the ne | would nost |like to ask Gaea. That we nust al
die and return to nud- | have no objections, no bitterness. That the world is a circle and w nds
bl ow when Caea breathes-these are things | understand. That there are tines when one nust go
hungry, or when the mighty Ophion is swallowed in dust, or the cold wind fromthe west freezes us-
these things | accept, as | doubt | could do a better job with these matters. Gaea has many | ands
to tend, and at tinmes nust turn her gaze el sewhere. "

"When the great pillars of the sky snap, such that the ground trenbles and one fears the world

will come apart and fling herself into the void, | do not conplain. "
"But at the tinme of Gaea's breath, when the hate is upon ne, | reason no nore. | |ead ny people
into battle, knowing not that nmy own hinddaughter falls at nmy side. | knew it not. She was a

stranger to me because the sky was filled with angels and it was tine to fight. It is only later
when the rage lifts fromus that we count the cost. It is then the nother finds her child slain on
the field. It was then | found the daughter of ny flesh wounded by angels but tranpled by the feet
of her own people. "

"This was five breaths ago. My heart grew sick, and | feu it will never heal."

Crocco dared not break the silence as Meistersinger turned fromher. He stood and wal ked to the
door, faced the darkness while G rocco watched the candle flicker on the table. He made sounds
that were certainly the sounds of weeping, though they did not sound |ike hunan weeping. After a
tinme, he cane back to her and sat, |ooking very tired.

"W fight when the rage takes us. W do not stop lighting until the angels are all dead or gone
back to their hone."

"You speak of Gaea's breath. | ama stranger to it."

"You have heard it wailing. It is a raging gale fromthe heavenly towers; cold fromthe west and
hot fromthe east.”

"Have you ever tried to talk to the angels? WIIl they not listen to your song?"

He shrugged again. "Wo can sing to an angel, and what angel would Iisten?"

"I"'mstill bothered that no one has tried ... to negotiate with them" That word was difficult.
The one she finally settled on neant "surrender," or "turn tail" in aliteral sense. "If you could
sit down and hear each other's songs, perhaps you coul d have peace.”

Hi s brow winkled. "How can there be the feeling-of-harnmony-anong siblings when they are angel s?"
The word he used was the sane one Cirocco had picked as the best of an inadequate |ot. "Peace"
anong Titani des was a universal condition, hardly worth comment. Between Titani des and angel s,
peace was a concept the | anguage coul d not enbrace.

"My peopl e have no enenies of other races, but fight anbng oursel ves,
evol ved ways of resolving these conflicts "

"This is not a problemfor us. W deal well with hostility anmong our own Kind.,

"Maybe you could teach us about that. But for ny part, | could wish that |I mght show you t he ways
We have | earned. Sonetines both parties are too hostile to sit down and talk. In that case, we use
athird party to sit between the enenies."

He rai sed one eyebrow, then [owered them both suspiciously. "If this works, why do you have need
of so many weapons?"

She had to smile. it was not easy to put sonething over on the Titanides.

"Because it doesn't always work. Then our warriors try to destroy each other. But our weapons have
grown so fearsone that no one has used themin a long tine. W have becone better at peace, and |
of fer as proof that while having been able to destroy our entire planet for at least ... nake it
sixty nyriareys, we have not done so."

"That is the blink of an eye as Gaea turns," he sang.

"I" mnot bragging. It is aterrible thing to live with the know edge that not only your ... your

hi ndnmot her and fri ends and nei ghbors can be w ped out, but every one of your kind down to the
smal l est stripling."

Mei st er si nger nodded gravely, | ooking inpressed.

"It is up to you. Qur kind can offer you nore war, or the possibility of peace."

"I see that," he sang preoccupied. "It is a grave decision to nake."

Cirocco decided to shut up. Meistersinger knewit was within his power to | earn of the weaponry
Gene offered to give

The candle in the wall holder guttered to darkness; only the one between them survived to cast
dancing |ight across his femnine features.

Cirocco said. "W have
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"Where could | find this one to stand in the nmddle? It seens to nme that such a one would be hit
by spears thrown from both sides."

Cirocco spread her hands. "I amw lling to offer ny services as an authorized representative of
the United Nations."

Mei st ersinger studied her. "Meaning no disrespect to the you-nigh-ted-nai sh-uns, we have never
heard of them Wy would they be interested in our wars?

"The United Nations is always interested in wars. Frankly, they are no better than we are as a
whol e, which is to say far fromperfect."

He shrugged, as if he had assuned that fromthe start. "Wy would you do this for us?”
"I"mgoing through the territory of the angels anyway, on ny way to see Gaea. And | hate war."
For the first tine Meistersinger |ooked inpressed. It was plain that his opinion of her had gone
up significantly.

"You did not say you were a pilgrim This puts a new light on matters. | fear you are a fool but
it is a holy foolishness." He reached across the table and took her head in his big hands, |eaned
over, and kissed her forehead. it was the nost ritualistic thing she had seen a Titanide do, and
it touched her.

"Go, then," he said. "I will think no nore of new weapons. Things are fearsone enough, wi thout
taking a road that nmust lead to destruction. "

He paused, seening to draw in on hinself.

"If by sonme happenstance you should actually see Gaea, | w sh you would ask her for ne why ny

hi nddaughter had to die. If she will not answer you, slap her face and tell her it's from

Mei st ersi nger. "

"I'"ll do that." She got up, strangely exhilarated, sonehow | ess worried about the future than she
had been in two nonths. She started to | eave, but was curious about something,

"What was the kiss for?" she asked. He | ooked up

"It was the kiss for the dead. \When you leave, | will never see you again."

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Hor npi pe had assuned the role of guide and source of information for the hunman party. She said her
hi ndmot her approved, and felt it would he a good | earning experience. The humans were the nopst
exciting things to happen in Titantown for nmany a nyriarev.

When Cirocco expressed a desire to see the place of wi nds outside town, Hornpipe packed a picnic
lunch and two full wi neskins,. Calvin and Gaby volunteered to go, but August just sat | ooking out
the wi ndow, sonething she did often. Gene could not be found. Cirocco rem nded Cal vin he had

pl edged to stay with Bill.

Bill told her to wait until he was heal ed. She was forced to remind himthat she was still in
charge. He had been forgetting that as confinenent nade hi m peevish and petty. Cirocco understood,
but |iked himleast when he turned protective.

"Nice day for a picnic," Hornpipe sang as Cirocco and Gaby joined her on the edge of town. "The
ground is dry. W should nake it there and back in four or five revs. "

Cirocco knelt and tied the shoel aces of the soft |eather nobccasins that Titanides had nade for
her, then stood and | ooked out over the brown |and to where the west central Rhea cabl e--the

pl ace of w nds--looned in the clear air.

"I hate to disappoint you," she sang, "but it will take ne and ny friend a decarev to get there,
and the same coning back. W plan to canp at the base and take the fal se death.™

Hor npi pe shivered. "I wi sh you would not do that. It frightens ne. How do the worns know not to
eat you?"

Crocco |l aughed. The Titanides did not sleep, ever. They found it even nore disturbing than the
odd knack of bal ancing forever on two | egs.

"There's an alternative. | hesitate to suggest it for fear of offending you. On Earth we have
ani mal s-not people-that are built sonmething |like you. W ride upon their backs."

"On their backs?" She | ooked puzzled, then her face lit up as she nade the connection. "You nean

with one of your legs on each ... of course, | see! Do you think it woul d work?"

"I'mwilling totry it if you are. Hold out your hand. No, turn it ... that's it. I'mgoing to put
my foot onit ... " She did so, grabbed Hornpipe's shoul der, and swung herself up and over. She
sat on the broad back with a cinch strap under her and a saddl ebag behind each leg. "Is that

conf ortabl e?”
"I hardly know you're there. But howwill you stay on?
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"That's what we'll have to see. | thought |I'd-" She broke off with a high-pitched yel p. Hornpipe
had turned her head all the way around.

"What's, wong?"

"Nothing. We're not so linber as that. | can hardly believe you're doing it. Never mind. Turn
around and watch where you're going, and start out slow"

"What gait would you prefer?”

"Huh? Ch. | don't know anything about it."

"Al right. 1'Il trot first, and work up to a slow gallop."
"Do you mind if | put my arnms around you?"
"Not at all."

Hor npi pe made a wide circle, gradually increasing her speed. They raced by Gaby, who cheered and
shout ed. When Hornpipe trotted to a stop she was scarcely breathing hard.

"WIIl it work, do you think?" Crocco asked.

"I should think so. Let's try it with both of you."

"I"'d like sonething to cover this strap," Crocco said. "As for Gaby, why don't we find soneone

el se for her?"

Wthin ten m nutes Hornpi pe had two cushi ons and anot her volunteer. This one was mal e, and covered
in lavender fur, with white head and tail hair

"Hey, Rocky. |'ve got a fancier nount than you."

"Depends on how you look at it. Gaby, 1'd like you to neet-" she sang the nane, reversed the

i ntroduction, then whispered an aside to Gaby. "Call him Panpipe."

"What's wrong with Leo or CGeorge?" she groused, but shook hands with himand easily | eaped
astride.

They set out, the Titanides singing a travelling song that the wonen joi ned as best they coul d.
When that one ended they | earned another. Then Cirocco eased into "The Wonderful Wzard of QOz,"
following it up with "The Caissons Go Rolling Along," said "Of W Go, into the WId Blue Yonder."
The Titanides were delighted; they had not known the humans had songs.

Cirocco had been on a raft trip down the Colorado River, and in a nutshell boat on the Ophion.
She'd fl own over the south pole and hopped across the United States in a biplane. She had
travel l ed by snowrobil e and bicycle, cable car and gravity train, and once took a short trip on a
canmel. None of themwere anything like riding a Titanide under the vault of Gaea, in that |ong

aft ernoon forever on the verge of sunset. Ahead of her a stairway to heaven sprang fromthe ground
and retreated into night.

She threw her head back and sang.

"It's a long way to Tipperary, it's a long way to go . "

The place of winds was hard rock and tortured earth. Ridges |like gnarled knuckl es began to winkle
the brown | and, and between them deep chasns opened. The ridges splayed out and becane fingers
that gripped the land and crunpled it like a sheet of paper. The fingers soon joined a weathered
hand and then a | ong shaggy arm reaching out of the night.

The air was never still. Sudden gusts fromevery direction generated a thousand dust devils to
dance erratically in their path.

Soon they heard the howing. It was a holl ow sound, not pleas ant, but with none of the terrible
sadness of the great wind from Cceanus known as Gaea's Lanent.

Hor npi pe had given them sonme i dea of what to expect. The ridges they were clinbing were cable
strands energing at a thirty-degree angle to the ground, and covered with soil. The wi nd had
eroded the land into gullies that all ran toward the source of the sound.

They began to pass suction holes in the ground, sone no bigger than half a neter across, others

| arge enough to swallow a Titanide. Each had its own distinctive whistling note. It was a non-

har moni ¢, non-quanti zed nusic, like sone of the nore opaque experinents fromthe turn of the
century. Behind it all was a continuous organ note.

The Titanides picked their way up the last, long ridge. It was hard, rocky ground, |ong since
scoured of loose dirt, but the spine of the ridge was narrow and the chasns were w de and deep
Cirocco hoped they woul d know when it was best to stop. Already the wi nd whipped tears from her
eyes.

"This is the place of w nds," Hornpi pe sang. "W dare not approach any cl oser, as the wi nds becone
strong enough to carry you away. But you can see the Great Hower if you go down the slope. Wuld
you like ne to carry you there?"

"Thanks, 1'Il walk," Crocco said, and swng to the ground.

"I'"l'l show the way." Hornpipe started down the slope, taking short, nincing steps and | ooking

unst abl e, but apparently having no trouble.
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The Titanides came to a vertical drop and followed it to the cast. Wen Gaby and Cirocco reached
it they felt an increase in both the wind and the noi se.

"If it gets much worse than this,"” Crocco shouted, "I think we'd better give it up!”

"I"'mwth you."

But when they reached the place the Titani des had stopped, they saw it was as far as they would
need to go.

There were seven visible suction holes, all of themat the ends of long, steep ravines. Six were
fromfifty to 200 nmeters across. The G eat How er could have swall owed them all

Cirocco guessed it was a kiloneter fromthe base of the opening to its top, and half that across
its widest point. The oval shape was enforced by its position between two cable strands that nade
a sharp vee as they energed fromthe brown [and. Were they nmet, the great nmouth of hare stone
gaped open.

The sides of the opening were so snooth they flashed in the sunlight, Iike contorted mirrors. They
had been polished by a thousand years of wind and the abrasive sand it carried. Veins of lighter
ore in the dark stone gave it a nother-of-pearl sheen

Hor npi pe | eaned over and sang close to Cirocco's car. "I can see why,
"What did she say?" Gaby wanted to know.

"She said they call this place the fore-crotch of Gaea."

"I can see why. We're on one of her legs."

"That's the idea. "

G rocco touched Hornpipe's runp and gestured back to the top of the ridge. She wondered what they
thought of this place. Awe? Not likely. It was just outside of town. Were the Swi ss awed by
nount ai ns?

It was good to get back to relative quiet. She stood beside Hornpi pe and surveyed her

surroundi ngs.

If the cable base was a giant hand, as she had seen it earlier, they had nmade it to the second
knuckl e of one of the fingers. The How er was down in the webbi ng between two fingers.

"lI's there another way up?" Cirocco sang. "A way to reach the broad plain up there, w thout being
sucked up to Gaea? "

Panpi pe, who was a little ol der than Hornpi pe, nodded.

"Yes, many. This great nother of holes is the largest. Any of the other ridges will allow you to
reach the pl ateau."

"Then why didn't you take ne up there?"

Hor npi pe | ooked surprised. "You said you wished to see the place of winds, not clinb up to neet
Gaea. "

"My fault," she acknow edged. "But what is the best way to the top?"

"The very top?" Hornpi pe sang, w de-eyed. "I was nmerely joking. Surely you will not go there?"
"I'mgoing to try. "

Hor npi pe pointed to the next ridge to the south. G rocco studied the | and across the chasm It

| ooked no nmore difficult than the ridge they had clinbed. That had taken the Titani des an hour and
a half, so she should be able to walk it in six to eight hours. There was another six hours of
uphill terrain until the plateau was reached, and beyond that

Fromthis vantage point the slanted cable was a preposterous nountain. It sloped away from her for
approximately fifty kiloneters, to the darkness above the Rhea border. For three of those

kil ometers nothing grew, it was chocol ate-brown dirt and gray rock. For a simlar distance there
were only twi sted, |eafless trees. Beyond that, the persistent |life of Gaea had found a foothol d.
She could not tell if it was grass or woodl ands, but the five- kilometer dianeter barrel of the
cable was crested in green-the corroded anchor chain of a sea-going vessel

The green extended to the Rhea twilight zone. The zone was not a sharp-edged thing; it began
gradual |y as the col or was washed away, by darkness. Green faded to bronze, deepened to dark gold,
to silver over blood red, and finally to the color of clouds with the nbon behind them By then
the cable was all but invisible. The eye followed the inmpossible curve as it dwindled to a rope, a
string, a thread, before joining the | oom ng dark- ness of the roof and vanishing into the spoke
openi ng. The spoke could be seen to constrict gradually, but it was too dark to see nuch beyond

t hat .

"I't can be done," she said to Gaby. "To the roof, at least. | was hoping there woul d be sone sort
of mechanical lift here at the bottom There mght still be, | guess, but if we searched for it

. " She waved her hand at the corrugated land. "It could take nonths."

Gaby studied the slope of the cable, sighed, and shook her head slowy.

"I go where you go, but you're crazy, you know? W'Il| never get past the roof. Take a | ook, wll
you? Fromthere on in, we'd he clinbing on the bottomof a forty-five-degree slope."

Cirocco bel | owed back

file:/lIF|/rah/John%20Varley/Varley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt (71 of 118) [1/15/03 7:27:02 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Iohn%20V arley/V arley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt

"Mountaineers do it all the time. You did it, in training."

"Sure. For ten neters. We'll have to do it for fifty or sixty kilometers. And then-here's the good
news-then we only have to go straight up. For 400 kil oneters.”

"It won't be easy. W've got to try."

"Madre de Ms." Gaby hit her forehead with the heel of her hand, and rolled her eyes.

Hor npi pe had wat ched Cirocco's gestures as she outlined the problem Now she sang, |argo.
"You will clinb the great stairs?"

Hor npi pe nodded, then bent and kissed Cirocco's forehead.

"l wish you fol ks would stop doing that," G rocco said, in English

"What was it for?" Gaby asked.

"Never mind. Let's get back to town."

They stopped after |eaving the zone of wi nd. Hornpipe put out a groundcloth and they sat down to a
picnic. The food was hot, stored in nutshell thernos bottles. Crocco and Gaby ate per- haps a
tenth of it between them and the Titani des wol fed down the rest.

They were still five kiloneters from Titantown when Horn- pipe | ooked over her shoul der, the
expression on her face a mixture of nournful ness and anticipation. She gazed at the dark roof.
"Gaea breathes," she sang, sadly.

"What ? Are you sure? | thought it would be noisy, and we'd have plenty of tinme to-does that nean
there' Il be angel s?"

"Noi sy fromthe west," Hornpipe corrected her. "The breath of Gaea is silent fromthe east.

fancy | can hear themalready." She missed a step, nearly throwi ng Cirocco.

"Well, hurry, damm it! If you're trapped out here alone you won't have a chance."

"It's too late," Hornpi pe sang, and now her eyes yearned, her |lips drew back to bare bright teeth.
"Mwve!" Cirocco had practised that tone of command for years, and sonehow managed to put it in a
Ti tani de song. Hornpipe | eaped to a gallop, and Panpi pe foll owed cl ose behi nd.

Soon even Cirocco could bear the wail of angels. Hornpipe's gait wavered; she wanted very badly to
turn back and do battle.

They were approaching a lone tree, and G rocco made a snap deci sion

"Pull up. Hurry, we don't have nuch tinme."

They hal ted under the spreading branches and Cirocco junped down. Hornpipe tried to bolt but
Cirocco slapped the Titanide's face, which seemed to cal mher tenporarily.

"Gaby, cut off those saddl ebags. Panpipe! Stop that! Cone back here at once."

Panpi pe | ooked undeci ded, but came back to them Gaby and Cirocco worked frantically, tearing
their clothes into strips, each making three strong ropes.

"My friends," G rocco sang, when she had the tethers. "I don't have tinme to explain. | ask you to
trust ne and do as | say." She put every ounce of determ nation she possessed into the song,
scoring it in the node used fromthe old and wise to the young and foolish. It worked, but just
barely. Both Titani des kept |ooking to the east.

She had themlie on their sides. "That hurts," Hornpi pe conpl ai ned when Cirocco tied her hind | egs

t oget her. "

"I"'msorry. It's for your own good." She quickly bound her forelegs and arnms, then tossed a
wi neskin to Gaby. "Get as much of this down himas you can. | want himtoo stinking drunk to
nmove. "

"' Got off me"

"My child, I want you to drink this," she sang. "You too, over there. Drink lots of it." She held
the nipple to Hornpipe's lips. The sound of the angels was | ouder now. Hornpipe's ears tw tched up
and down rapidly.

"Cotton, cotton," she nuttered. She tore strips fromher al- ready frayed tunic and rolled them

into tight balls. "It worked for Odysseus, nmaybe it'll work for nme. Gaby, the ears. Plug his
ears.”
"That hurts" Hornpi pe howed. "Let me up, Earth nonster. | don't like this gane." She began to

nmoan, the notes only occasionally resolving into words of hate.

"Have some nore wine," Crocco crooned. The Titani de choked as she poured it down her throat. The
cries of the angels were very | oud now. Hornpipe began to screech in reply. Crocco grabbed the
Titani de's ears and squeezed them then cradled the big head in her |ap. She put her lips to one
car and sang a Titanide |ull aby.

"Rocky, help!" Gaby yelled. "I don't know any of those songs.

Sing | ouder!" Panpi pe was struggling, shrieking as Gaby tried to hold himby the cars. He | ashed
out with his bound hands and threw her away from hi m

"Grab him Don't let himget away."
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"I'mtrying." She ran behind himand tried to pin his arnms to his sides, but he was nmuch too
strong for her. She tunbled away again, got up with a cut over her right eye.
Panpi pe was gnawi ng at the bonds that held his wists together. The cloth tore and he was cl awi ng
at his cars
"What now, Rocky?" Gaby screaned, desperately.
"Come help nme," she said. "He'll kill you if you get in his way." It was far too late to stop
Panpi pe. Ms front legs were free and he was contorted like a snake, tearing at the strap that
bound the other two.
Wthout a glance at the wonen and Hornpi pe, he charged toward Titantown. Soon he was gone over the
top of a low hill.
Gaby did not seem aware that she was hurt as she knelt beside G rocco, nor did she do anything
about the trickle of blood down the side of her face.
"How can | hel p?"
"I don't know. Touch her, sooth her, do anything you can think of to keep her nind off angels.”
Hor npi pe was thrashing now, her teeth clenched, face bloodless. Cirocco held on, getting as close
as she dared while Gaby slipped a rope around the Titanide's chest, pinioning her arns at her
si de.

"Hush, hush," Cirocco whispered. "There's nothing to be afraid of. I'lIl watch over you unti
your hindnot her returns to sing you her songs."
Hor npi pe gradual |y qui eted, her eyes regained the intelligence G rocco had seen on the first day
they nmet. It was infinitely better than the fearsone ani nal she had becone.
It was ten nore nminutes before the last of the angels went by overhead. Hornpi pe was drenched in
sweat, |ike soneone kicking a heroin or al cohol addiction
She began to giggle as they waited for the angels to return. Crocco reclined on her side, facing
Hor npi pe, hol ding her head cl ose, and was startled when the Titanide began to nove. It was not a
testing of the bonds, as her earlier novements had been. It was frankly sexual. She gave Cirocco a
wet kiss. Her nouth was so large and warmit was unnerving.
"Would that | were a boy," she crooned, drunkenly. Cirocco glanced down.
"Jesus," Gaby breathed. The Titanide's huge penis was out of its sheath, its tip pulsing on the
dust .
"You may be a girl to you," Cirocco sang, "but you're too much of a boy for ne."
Hor npi pe thought that was hilarious. She roared, and tried to kiss Cirocco again but gave it up
am ably enough when G rocco drew back
"l would do you great harm" she chortled. "Alas, that is for rear holes, of which you have none
Wuld that | were a boy, and had a nenber fit for you."
Cirocco sniffed and let her rave on, but her eyes were not sniling. She | ooked over Hornpipe's
shoul der at Gaby.
"Last resort," she said, quietly, in English. ,if it looks |ike she's going to get free, take that
rock and hit her over the head. If she gets away, she's dead."
"CGotcha. What's she tal king about?" "She wants to nmake |ove to ne."
"Wth that? Maybe 1'd better bean her now "
"Don't be silly. W're in no danger fromher. If she gets |oose, she won't even see us. Do you
hear them coni ng back?"
"I think so."
It turned out to be not nearly so difficult the second time. They never gave Hornpi pe a chance to
hear the angels, and while she sweated and shook as if she could sonehow feel them she never
struggl ed very hard.
And then they were gone, back to the eternal darkness of the spoke hi gh above Rhea.

She cried when they rel eased her; the hel pl ess sobs of a child who doesn't understand what has
happened to her. That turned into petul ance and conplaints, chiefly about her sore | egs and cars.
Gaby and Cirocco rubbed her | egs where the ropes had chafed. Her cloven hooves were as clear and
red as cherry jello.

She seened confused as to the whereabouts of Panpipe, but not distressed when she understood he
had gone into battle. She gave them sl oppy kisses and pressed herself agai nst them anorously,
causi ng Gaby sone concern even when Cirocco explained the Titanides rigidly divided frontal and
rear intercourse. The frontal organs were for the production of sem -fertilized eggs, which were
then manually inplanted in a rear vagi na and brought to fecundity by a rear penis.

Wien she got to her feet she was too drunk to carry them They wal ked her in circles and finally
headed her back toward town. In a few hours they could get on her back again.

Titantown was in sight before they found Panpi pe. The bl ood had already dried in his pretty blue
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fur. A lance stuck out fromhis side, pointed at the sky. He had been nutil ated.

Hor npi pe knelt at his side and wept while Gaby and sirocco hung back. There was bitterness in
Cirocco's mouth. Did Hornpi pe blame her? Wuld she have preferred to have died with him or was
that a hopelessly Earthling notion? The Titanides didn't seemto understand the glory of battle;
it was sonething they did because they couldn't help it. Crocco adnmred themfor the first,
pitied themfor the second.

Do you rejoice for the one you saved, or weep for the one you lost? She could not do both, so she
wept .

Hor npi pe struggled to her feet, nuch heavier than she had been. Three years old, Cirocco thought.
It neant not hing. She had sone of the innocence of a human of the same age, but she was a Titanide
adul t.

She picked up the severed head and kissed it once, then set it down by the body. She sang not hi ng;
the Titanides had no song for this noment.

Gaby and Cirocco got on her back again, and Hornpi pe set out for town at a slow trot.

"Tormorrow," Cirocco said. "W |eave for the hub tonorrow "

CHAPTER EI GHTEEN

Five days later, Cirocco was still preparing to depart. There was the problem of who and what to
t ake.
Bill was out, though he had other opinions. So was August. She spoke sel dom now, spending her tine

on the edge of town, answering questions in nonosyllables. Calvin could not say if the best
therapy would be to | eave her or take her with them Cirocco had to decide in favor of the

m ssion, which would be in trouble if August suffered a breakdown.

Cal vin was out because he had prom sed to stay in Titantown until Bill was well enough to care for
hinsel f; after that, he was on his own.

Gene was in. GCrocco wanted hi mwhere she could keep an eye on him far from Titanides.

That |eft Gaby.

"You can't |eave map," she said, not pleading, nerely stating a fact of life. "I'lIl follow you."
"I won't try to. You're a pest with this fixation you have on me that | don't deserve. But you
saved ny life, which I've never really thanked you for, and I want you to know , never forget it.

"I don't want your thanks," Gaby said. "I want your |ove."
"I can't give it to you. | like you, Gaby. Hell, we've been side by side since this thing started.
But we're doing the first fifty kilometers in Wiistlestop. | won't force you to get on."

Gaby pal ed, but spoke up bravely. "You won't have to." Cirocco nodded. "As | say, it's up to you
Calvin says we can

get to the level of the twilight zone. The blinps don't go any higher than that, because the
angels don't like it."

"So it's you and me and Gene?"

"Yeah." Cirocco frowned. "lI'mglad you're going."

They needed nmany things and Cirocco did not know how to obtain them The Titanides had a system of
exchange, but prices were established by a conplex fornula involving degrees of relationship,
standing in the comunity, and need. No one went hungry, but |ow status individuals |ike Hornpipe
had little but nmeals, shelter, and the bare necessities of body ornanentation. The Titani des
viewed these as only slightly less vital than food.

There was a credit system and Meistersinger used sone of his, but relied nostly on pegging
Cirocco's status arbitrarily , claimng her as his spiritual hinddaughter and naeking a case that
she shoul d be adopted as such by the comunity because of the nature of her mnission

Most of the Titanide artisans bought the idea, and were alnost too hel pful in outfitting the
party. Backpacks were made with straps arranged for human bodi es. Then everyone cane with offering
his or her finest wares.

Cirocco had deci ded each of themcould carry around fifty kilos of mass. It bul ked | arge, but

wei ghed only twelve kilos and would get lighter as they clinbed toward the hub. Gaby said the
centripetal acceleration there would be one fortieth of a gravity.

Rope was the first consideration. The Titanides had a plant that grew fine rope, strong, thin, and
suppl e. Each human could carry a hundred-nmeter coil of it.
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The Titani des were good clinbers, though they largely confined their efforts to trees. Cirocco
di scussed pitons with the ironworkers, who cane back with their best efforts. Unfortunately, stee
was news to the Titanides. Gene | ooked at the pi- tons and shook his head.

"I't's the best they can do," Cirocco said. "They tenpered it, like | told them"
"I't's still not enough. But don't worry. Wiatever the insides of the spoke is, it won't he rock
Rock could never stand up to the pressures trying to tear this place apart. In fact, | don't know

of anything strong enough."

"Which just neans the people who built Gaea knew things we don't know. "

Cirocco was not too disturbed. The angels lived in the spokes. Unless they existed by flying al
their lives, they had to perch sonmewhere. If they could perch on sonething, she could cling to it
t oo.

They brought hanmers to drive the pitons, the |ightest and hardest the Titanides could make. The
nmet al wor kers provided themw th hatchets and knives, and whetstones to sharpen them They each
packed a parachute, courtesy of Wistle stop

"Clothes,” Cirocco said. "What kind of clothes should we bring?"

Mei st er si nger | ooked hel pless. "I have no need of then as you can see, he sang. "Some of our
peopl e who are naked-skinned, as you are, wear themin the cold tinmes. W can nmake what you want."
So they were outfitted in the finest patterned silks fromhead to toe. It was not actually silk
but felt just like it. Over that were felt shirts and pants, two sets for each of them and woven
sweaters for upper and | ower parts of the body. Fur coats and pants were nade, and fur-Ilined

gl oves and hard-sol ed noccasins. They had to go prepared for anything, and though the clothing
took a |l ot a space, Crocco didn't begrudge it.

They packed sil k hamobcks and sl eepi ng bags. The Titani des had matches, and oil -burning | anps.
They took one each, and a snall supply of fuel. There was no way it would stretch for the whole
journey, but neither would their food or water.

"Water," Cirocco fretted. "That could be a big problem"™ "Wll, |like you said, the angels live up
there." Gaby was hel ping with the packing on the fifth day of preparations. "They rust drink
sonet hing. "

"That doesn't nean waterholes will be easy to find."

"if you're going to be all the tinme worrying, we mght as well not go."

They took waterskins good for about nine or ten days, and then filled out the mass limt with as
much dried food as would fit. They planned to cat what the angels ate, if that was possible.

On the sixth day everything was ready, and she still had to face Bill. She was gl um about the
possibility of having to use her authority to end the argument, but knew she would do so if it
cane to it.

"You're all crazy," Bill said, hitting his palmon the bed. "You have no idea what you'll find up
there. Do you seriously think you can clinmb up a chimey 400 kil ometers hi gh?

"We're going to see if it's possible."

"You' re gonna get yourselves killed. You ought to be doing a thousand klicks when you hit."

"I figure termnal velocity in this air couldn't be nuch over 200. Bill, if you're trying to cheer
me up, you're doing a lousy job." She had never seen himlike this, and she hated it.
"W should all stick together, and you know it. You're still overconpensating because you | ost

Ri ngmaster, trying to act the hero.”

If there hadn't been a grain of truth in what he said, it couldn't have hurt so nuch. She had
t hought about it for |Iong hours while trying to sleep

"Air! What if there's no air up there?"

"We're not going to commit suicide. If it's inpossible, we'll accept it. You' re manufacturing
argunents.”
H s eyes pleaded with her. "I'm asking you, Rocky. Wait for me. | have never asked anyt hi ng

before, but I'masking for this now"

She sighed, and gestured for Gaby and Gene to | eave the room When they were gone she sat on the
edge of his bed and reached for his hand. He noved it away. She stood up quickly, furious at
herself for trying to reach himthat way, and at himfor rejecting her

"I don't seemto know you, Bill," she said, quietly. "I thought | did. You ve been a confort to ne
when | was lonely, and | thought | might love youin time. | don't fall in |ove easily. Maybe I'm
too suspicious; | don't know. Sooner or |ater everybody demands that | he what they want ne to be,

and now you're doing it."
H e said nothing, did not even | ook at her
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"What you're doing is so unfair | could scream"”
"I wish you woul d. "

"Why? So I1'd fit your picture of what a woman's supposed to do? Dam it, | was a Captain when you
met me; | didn't think that was so inportant to you."

"I don't know what you're tal king about."

"I'mtal king about the fact that if | |eave here now, it's all over between us. Because | won't

wait for you to conme along to keep nme safe.”
"'l don't know what you're-"
She did screamthen, and it felt good. She could even manage a bitter |augh when it was over. It

had startled Bill. Gaby stuck her head in the door, then vani shed when Crocco did not acknow edge
her presence.

"Ckay, okay," she said. "lI'mover-reacting. It's because | lost ny ship and have to nake up for it
by covering nyself with glory. |I'mfrustrated because | haven't been able to put this crew back
together and get it functioning, even to the extent of having the one man | thought | could depend
on respect ny decisions, shut up, and do what he's told. | amone odd critter; | know that. Mybe

I"'mtoo aware of things that would be dffierent if | was a man. You get sensitive when you see it
happen over and over on your way up, and you have to be twi ce as good to get the job.

"You di sagree with my decision to go up. You have stated your objections. You said you | oved ne.
don't think you do any nore, and |'mvery sorry things turned out this way. But | order you to

wait here until | return, and say no noret 'o ne about it."

H s mouth was set in an unconprom sing |ine.

"It's because | love you that | don't want you to go."

"My God, Bill, I don't want that kind of love. "I love you, so hold stil "while | tie you

down.'What hurts is that it's you doing it. if you can't have ne as ny own wonan, able to nake ny
own deci sions and take care of nyself, you can't have ne at all."
"What kind of love is that?"

She felt like crying, but know she didn't care. "I wish | knew. Muybe there's no such thing.

Maybe one has to be taken care of by the other, which nmeans |'d better start |ooking for a nan
whor| be dependent on ne because | won't have it the other way. Can't we just care for each other?
| mean, when you're weak | help out, and when |I'm weak you support me."

"It looks like you' re never weak. You just said you can take care of yourself."

"Any hunan being should. But if you think I'mnot weak, you don't knownme. I'mlike a little baby
right now, wondering if you're going to let me | eave here without a kiss, w thout even w shing ne
good | uck."

Damm it, there went a tear. She wiped at it quickly, not wanting himto accuse her of using tears
as a weapon. How do | get in these no-win situations? she wondered. Strong or weak, she woul d

al ways be on the defensive about it.

He rel ented enough for a kiss. There seened little to say when they noved apart. Cirocco could not
tell what his reaction was to her dry eyes. She knew he was hurt, but did that hurt himnore?
"You cone back as soon as you can." "I will. Don't worry too nmuch about nme. I'"'mtoo nean to kill."
"Don't | know it."

"Two hours, Gaby. Tops."

"I know, | know. Don't talk about it, okay?"
Wi stl estop | ooked even | arger than before, sitting on the flat plain to the cast of Titantown.
Ordinarily the blinp never cane lower than treetop level. It had been necessary for all the fires

in town to be extinguished to persuade himto conme to ground.

Crocco | ooked back at Bill, standing on his crutches beside the pallet the Titani des had used to
carry himout. He waved, and she waved back

"I take it back, Rocky," Gaby said, teeth chattering. "Talk to ne.
"Easy, girl, easy. Open your eyes, wll you? Watch where you' re going. Qops!"

A dozen animals had queued up inside the blinp's stomach, |ike subway passengers inpatient to get
hone. They tunbl ed over each other getting out. Gaby was knocked down.

"Hel p me Rocky She said it desperately, risking only one quick glance up at C rocco.

"Sure." She tossed her pack to Calvin, who was already inside with Gene, and lifted the other
worman. Gaby was so tiny, and so cold.

"Two hours."

"Two hours," Gaby repeated, dully.

There was a qui ck poundi ng of hooves, and Hornpi pe appeared at the open sphincter. She grabbed
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Gaby's arm

"Here, small one," she sang. "This will help you through your troubles." She pressed a w neskin
into Gaby's hand.

"How did you know ... " Cirocco began

"I saw the fear in her eye and renenbered the service she did ne. Did | do right?"

"You did maryel ously, nmy child. | thank you for her." She didn't tell Hornpi pe about the wi neskin
in her own pack, brought along for just that purpose.

"I will not Kkiss you again, since you say you will return. Good fortune to you, and nay Gaea spin
you back to us."

"Good fortune." The opening closed silently. "Wat did she say?"

"She wants you to get blasted."

"I already had a drink or ten. But now that you mention it
Crocco stayed with her as she succunbed to a screaming fit, feeding her wine until she was on the
verge of unconsci ousness. Wien she was sure Gaby would be all right, she joined the nmen at the
front of the gondol a.

They were already in the air. Water ballast was still spilling froma hole near Whistlestop's
nose.

Soon they were skimring the upper surface of the cable. Looking down, Crocco saw trees and areas
of grass. Parts of the cable were conpletely overgrown. The thing was so large that it | ooked
almost like a flat strip of land. There would be no danger of falling until they reached the roof.
The light slowmy began to fall. In ten mnutes they were in orange-tinted dusk, heading for

eternal night. Crocco was sad to see the light go. She had cursed it for being so unvarying, but
at least it was light. She would not see it again for sone tine.

She m ght not ever see it again.

"This is the end of the line," Calvinsaid. "He'll bring you inalittle |lower and put you down by
cable. Good luck, you crazy fools. I'll be waiting for you."

Gene hel ped G rocco get Gaby into her harness, then went first to hold her when she reached the
ground. Cirocco watched from above until it was done, then got a kiss for luck from Calvin. She

settled her own harness around her hips and let her feet drop over the edge.
She descended into the twlight zone.

CHAPTER NI NETEEN

They felt lighter when they | anded on the cable, being about one hundred kilonmeters nearer the
center of Caea-and one hundred |l ong kilonmeters fromher floor. The gravity had dropped from al nost
one quarter gee to less than a fifth. Crocco's pack weighed nearly two kilos |ess, and her body
wei ght had de- creased by two and a hal f.

"I't's a hundred kiloneters to where the cable joins the roof," Crocco said. "I'd say it's a
thirty-five-degree slope here. It should be easy enough for now "

Gene | ooked scepti cal

"More like forty degrees, I'd say. Closer to forty-five. And it gets steeper. Say sixty degrees
before we reach the level of the roof."

"But in this gravity-"

"Don't laugh at a forty-degree sl ope, Gaby said. She was sitting on the ground, |ooking green
but cheerful. She had thrown up, but said anything was better than being in the blinp. "I've done
some clinmbing on Earth with a tel escope strapped to ny back. You've got to be in good shape, and
we're not."

"She's right," Gene said. "l've lost weight. Low gravity nakes you | azy."

"You people are defeatists."” Gene shook his head. "Just don't think we're going to get a five to
one advantage. And don't forget that pack masses al nbst as nuch as you do. Be careful with it."
"Hell, we set out on the longest nountain clinb ever attenpted by human bei ngs; do | hear singing?
No, nothing but grousing. "

"I'f there's songs to be sung," Gaby said, "we'd better sing' mnow W ain't gonna feel like it
|ater."

Well, Crocco thought, | tried. She was aware the trip was going to be hard, but felt the hard
part would not begin until they reached the roof, which she thought they could do in five days.
They were in a dimforest. Trees of cloudy glass |ooned over them further filtering what |ight
reached the twilight zone, giving everything a bronze hue. Shadows were conical and inpenetrable,
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pointing the way cast, toward night. A canopy of pink, orange, blue-green, and gold cell ophane

| eaves arched overhead, an extravagant sunset late in a sumer evening.

The ground vibrated softly beneath their feet. G rocco thought about the huge vol unes of air
rushing through the cable on its way to the hub, and w shed there was sone way of putting that

i mense power to use.

It was not difficult clinbing. The ground was hard, smooth, packed dirt. The shape of the | and was
dictated by the wi nding of the strands under the thin layer of soil. It hunped in [ong ridges
that, after a few hundred neters, could be seen angling toward the sl oping sides of the cable.

The vegetation grew nost thickly where the dirt was deepest, between the strands. They adopted the
tactic of following a ridge until it began to curl under the cable, then crossing a shallow gully
to the next strand to the south. That would be good for another half kiloneter, then they woul d
Ccross again.

Each gully had a snall streamat the bottom None held nore than a trickle, but the water flowed
swiftly and cut deep channels in the dirt, all the way down to the cable. Crocco guessed the
streans nmust fall right off the cable somewhere to the south- west.

Gaea was as prolific up here as she was on the ground. Many of the trees bore fruit, and they were
alive with arboreal animals. Cirocco recogni zed a sluggish, rabbit-sized creature that was edible
and easy to kill.

By the end of the second hour G rocco realized the others had been right. She knew it when a cranp
sei zed her calf and sent her sprawing on the warm ground.

"Don't say it, damit."

Gaby grinned. She was synpathetic, but still pleased with herself.

"It's the slope. It doesn't feel all that hard to go up it; you're right about the weight. But
it's so steep you have to do it on your toes. "

Gene sat beside them his back to the slope. Through a rift in the trees, they could just see a
patch of Hyperion, shining bright and attractive.

"The mass is a problem too," he said. "I've had to walk with ny nose just about touching the
ground to get noving at all."

"My arches hurt," Gaby confirned.

"Me, too," Cirocco said, miserably. The pain was goi ng away now as she massaged her leg, but it
woul d be back.

"I't's damm deceptive," Gene said. "Maybe we'd do better on all fours. W' re nmaking our thighs and
t he backs of our legs do too much of the work. W should spread it out sone."

"He's got a point. And it would help us get in shape for the straight-up part. That's going to he
nmostly armwork. "

"You're both right," Cirocco said. "I was pushing too hard. We're going to have to stop nore
often. Gene, would you get that nedical kit out of my pack?"

There were various renmedies for sniffles and fevers, vials of disinfectant, bandages, a supply of
the topical anaesthetic Calvin had used for the abortions---even a bag of berries that worked as a
stimulant. Cirocco had tried them There was a first-aid booklet Calvin had witten that told how
to deal with problens froma bloody nose to an anputation. And there was a round jar of violet

sal ve Meistersinger had given her for "the pains of the road." She rolled up her pants |leg and
rubbed sonme on, hoping it would work as well for humans as it did for Titanides.

"Ready?" Cene was up, adjusting his pack.

"I think so. You take the lead. Don't go as fast as | was; I'lIl tell you if you' re going too fast
for ne. We're going to stop in twenty mnutes, rest for ten.”

"You got it. "

Fifteen mnutes later Gene was in pain. He how ed, ripped off his boot, and nmassaged his bare

f oot .

Cirocco was glad for the chance to rest. She stretched out and dug into a pocket for the jar of
ointnent, then rolled over on her back and handed it. up-slope to Gene. Wth the pack under her
she sat al nbst erect, but with her legs trailing down the slope. Beside hers Gaby had not bothered
to turn over.

"Fifteen mnutes up, and fifteen mnutes resting.
"Anyt hing you say, boss lady," Gaby sighed. "I'Il flay nyself alive for you, I'lIl clinb till ny
hands and feet are bl oody wecks. And when | die, just wite on ny tonbstone that | died |ike a
soldier. Kick nme when you're ready to go." She began snoring loudly, and G rocco | aughed. Gaby
opened one eye suspiciously, then |aughed, too.

"How about 'Here lies a spacewoman'?" Cirocco suggested.

" ' She done her duty,' " Gene said.
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"Honestly," Gaby sniffed. "Were's the romance in life? Tell sonmebody your epitaph and what do you
get ? Jokes."

Cirocco's next cranp canme during the follow ng rest period. Cranps, actually, as both |legs were
involved this tine. There was nothing funny about it.

"Hey, Rocky," Gaby said, touching her shoul der hesitantly. "There's no sense killing ourselves.
Let's take an hour this tine."

"This is ridiculous,” Crocco nmanaged to grunt. "lI'mbarely winded. It just doesn't feel right to
sit on ny butt." She | ooked at Gaby suspiciously. "How cone you don't get cranps!"
"I'"'mslacking," Gaby admtted, with a straight face. "I hitch a rope to that butt you don't want

to sit on, and let you do the donkey work."
Crocco had to |laugh, though weakly.

"Il just have to live with it, " she said. "Sooner or later I'lIl be in better shape. Cranps
won't kill me."
"No. | just hate to see you hurt."

"How about ten up, twenty down?" Gene suggested. "Just until we start to work ourselves into
sonet hing nore."

"No. We go up for fifteen mnutes, or until one of us can't go on, whichever is sooner. Then we
rest the same tine, or until we're all able to clinb. W do that for eight hours . . ." She
checked her watch. "That's a little nore than five hours fromnow Then we nake canp.”

Gaby sighed. "Lead on, Rocky. That's what you're good at."

It was gruesone. Cirocco continued to have the greatest share of pains, though Gaby began to
experience them too.

The Titanide salve hel ped, but they had to use it sparingly. Each of them packed a nedical kit,
and they had al ready gone through G rocco's supply. She hoped they would not he needing it past
the first few days of the journey, but wanted to retain at |east one jar for the clinb up the

i nside of the spoke. After all, it was not unbearable pain. Wen it grabbed her she was likely to
yelp, then sit down and wait for it to pass.

At the end of the seventh hour she relented, feeling a little chagrined at her own stubbornness.

It was alnpst as if she had been trying to prove Bill was right, forcing herself to be tough, to
go to the linmts of her endurance and then a little beyond.

They made canp at the bottomof a gully, gathering wood for a fire but not bothering to set up
their tents. The air was hot and muggy, but the fire was a welconme light in the increasing gl oom
They sat around it at a confortable distance, stripped down to their gaudy sil ken undercl ot hes.
"You | ook |ike a peacock," Gene said, taking a drink fromhis w neskin

"A very tired peacock," Cirocco, sighed.

"How far do you think we've cone, Rocky?" Gaby asked. "It's hard to say. Fifteen kilometers? "
"I''ll go along with that," Gene said, nodding. "I counted steps along a couple ridges and averaged
it. Then | kept track of the number of ridges we crossed.”

"Great minds think alike," Crocco said. "Fifteen today, twenty tonmorrow. We'll be at the roof in
five days." She stretched out and watched the shifting colors of the |eaves overhead.

"Gaby, you're elected. Dig into that sack and rustle us up sone grub. | could eat a Titanide.

They did not nmake twenty kilonmetcrs the next day; they did not nmake ten

They woke with sore legs. Crocco was so stiff she could not bend her knees w thout w ncing. They
stunbl ed around fixi ng breakfast and breaking canp, noving |ike octogenarians, then forced

t hensel ves through a series of kneebends and isonetrics.

"I know this pack is a few granms lighter," Gaby noaned, as she slung it on her back. "I ate two
meal s out of it."

"M ne's gained twenty kilos," Gene said.

"Bitch, bitch, bitch. C non, you apes. You wonna |live forever?"

"Live? This is living?"

The second night cane only five hours after the first because

Crocco decided it had to.

"Thank you, O Geat Mstress of Tinme," Gaby sighed, as she stretched out on her sleeping bag. "If
we try, maybe we can set a new record. A two-hour day!"

Gene let hinmself down beside her

"When you get the fire going, Rocky, I'll take about five of those steakplant fillets. In the
meantime, walk softly, will you? When your knees crack you wake ne up."
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Cirocco put her hands on her hips and glared at them

"So that's howit's going to be, hub? I've got news for you two. | outrank you."

"Did she say sonething, Gene?"

"Didn't hear a word."

Cirocco linped around until she had gat hered enough wood for a fire. Kneeling to start it turned
out to be a very conplex problem one she was not sure she could solve. It involved w enching
abused joints through angles they just did not want to take.

But after a tine the steakplants were snapping, in the grease, and Gene and Gaby followed their
noses to the source of the heavenly aroma

Cirocco had just enough strength to kick dirt over the coals and unroll her sleeping bag. She was
asl eep mher way down to it.

The third day was not as bad as the second, in the sanme way the Chicago Fire was not as bad as the
San Franci sco Earthquake.

They made ten kil onmeters over gradually steepening ground in just under eight hours. Gaby renarked
at the end of it that she no longer felt eighty years old. She now felt seventy-eight.

It becanme necessary to use a new clinbing tactic. The increasing slope of the ground nmade wal ki ng,
even on all fours, nmore difficult. Their feet would slip and they would go down on their stomachs
with arms and | egs spread to prevent a backward slide.

Gene suggested they alternately take one end of the rope and crawl up as far as it would reach
then tie the end to a tree. The other two, waiting at the bottom then had an easy hand-over- hand
pul | and wal k. The one who went ahead worked hard for ten minutes while the other two rested, then
could rest for two turns before going again. They nade 300 neters at a tine.

Crocco | ooked at the streamnear their third canpsite and thought about taking a bath, then

deci ded against it. Food was what she wanted. Gene, with sone grunbling, took his turn at the
frying pan

She actually felt good enough to | ook through her pack and check the | evel of stored provisions
bef ore col | apsi ng.

The fourth day they nade twenty kiloneters in ten hours, and at the end of the day Gene grabbed
Cirocco.

They had pitched canp where the streamthey were followi ng was wi de enough for a bath, and sirocco
had taken off her clothes and | owered herself in wthout even thinking about it. Soap would have
been nice, but there was fine sand on the bottom and she could scour herself with that. Soon Gaby
and Gene joined her. Later, Gaby went off on G rocco's instructions to find fresh fruit. There
were no towel s, so she was squatting naked by the fire when Gene put his arns around her.

She junped, scattering burning twi gs, and pushed his hands away from her breasts.

"Hey, stop that." She struggled, and broke away. He was not at all abashed.

"Come on, Rocky, it's not |ike we've never touched each other before."

"Yeah? Well, | don't |ike people sneaking up on ne. Keep your hands to yourself."

He | ooked exasperated. "lIs it going to be like that? What am| supposed to do with two naked women
runni ng around?"

Cirocco reached for her clothes.

"I didn't know the sight of naked wonen nade you | ose control of yourself. |I'Il bear it in mnd."
"Now you're angry."

"No, |I'mnot angry. W're going to have to live close for sonme tine, and it wouldn't do to get
angry." She pressed the fasteners of her shirt and eyed himwarily for a nonent, then repaired the

fire, careful to sit facing him

"You're angry anyway. | didn't nean anything by it.
"Just don't grab me, is all."

"I'"d send you roses and candy, but it's a little inpractical."

She smiled, and relaxed a little. It sounded nore like the old Gene, which was an inprovenent over
what she had seen in his eyes a nonent ago.

"Listen, CGene. W didn't nmake the greatest pair back on the ship, and you knowit. I'mtired, I'm
hungry, and | still feel dirty. All | can say is, if |I feel ready for anything, 1'Il let you
know. "

"Fair enough."”

Nei t her of them said anything as Cirocco built the fire bigger, carefully keeping it on the little
shel f they had dug into the dirt.

"Are you . . . do you and Gaby have sonet hi ng goi ng?" She flushed, hoping it wasn't visible in the
firelight. "That's none of your business."
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"I always thought she was gay underneath," he said, nodding. "I didn't think you were."

She took a deep breath and | ooked at himnarrowy. The darting shadows reveal ed nothing on his

bl ond- bear ded f ace.

"Are you deliberately needling me? | said it was none of your business."

"I'f you weren't queer for her, you'd have just said no." What was the matter with her? she
wonder ed. Why was he making her skin crawl ? Gene had al ways operated by his own bonehead | ogic
when it cane to people. His bigotry was carefully suppressed and socially acceptable, or he would
never have been chosen for the trip to Saturn. He blundered cheerfully through his rel ationships,
genui nely surprised when people took offence at his tactlessness. It was a conmon-enough
personality, so well controlled, according to his psychological profile, as to barely qualify as
an eccentricity.

So why did she feel so unconfortable when he | ooked at her? "I'd better set you straight so you
don't hurt Gaby. She's fallen in love with ne. It has something to do with the isolation; | was
the first person she saw afterward, and she devel oped this fixation. | think she'll grow out of it
because she's never been significantly honbsexual before. Nor heterosexual, for that natter."
"She covered it up," he suggested. "what year is this? Nineteen-fifty? You astonish ne, Gene. You

don't hide anything fromthose NASA tests. She had a honmpsexual affair, sure. | had one, and so
did you. | read your dossier. You want ne to tell you how old you were when it happened?”
"l was just a kid. The point is, | could tell about her when we made | ove. No reaction, you know?

I"lI'l bet it's not like that when you two nake it."

"W don't-" She stopped herself, wondering how she had been drawn in as far as she was.

"This conversation is over. | don't want to talk about it, and besides, Gaby's com ng back."
Gaby approached the fire and dropped a net full of fruit at Crocco' s side. She squatted, |ooked
thoughtfully back and forth between the two of them then stood up and put on her cl othes.

"Are ny ears burning, or is it ny inmagination?" Neither Gene nor Cirocco spoke, and Gaby si ghed.

"Here we go again. | think I"'mstarting to agree with the fol ks who say nmanned space ni ssions cost
nmore than they're worth."

The fifth day took themirrevocably into night. There was now only the ghostly light reflected by
the day areas curving up on each side. It was not nuch, but it was enough

The ground was noticeably steeper, with a thinner layer of dirt. often they wal ked on the warm
bare strands, which provided surer traction. They began tying thensel ves together, and were
careful to see that two were always hanging on while the other clinbed.

Even here the plant |ife of Gaea had not given up. Massive trees splayed roots flat to the cable,
sendi ng out runners that scranbled into the surface and hung on tenaciously. The effort of
westing a living fromsuch uninviting terrain had robbed them of beauty. They were gaunt and
lonely, their trunks trans- lucent with a pale inner light, their |eaves the, nerest w sps of
nothing. In places, the roots could be used as | adders.

At the end of the day they had cone seventy kiloneters in a straight line, and were fifty

kil ometers nearer the hub. The trees had thinned enough for themto see they had clinbed above the
| evel of the roof, well on their way into the narrowi ng wedge of space between the cable and the
bel | - shaped nmouth of the Rhea spoke. They could | ook back and see Hyperion spread out bel ow, as
though they rode on a kite tied to a nonster string tethered in the rocky knot called the place of
Wi nds.

They saw the glitter of the glass castle early on the sixth day. Crocco and Gaby crouched in a
tangle of tree roots and scanned it as Cene carried the rope to the foot of the structure.
"Maybe that's the place,"” Grocco said.

"You nean your elevator |obby?" Gaby snorted. "If that's it, 1'd as soon ride a roller coaster
with paper rails."
It | ooked sonmething like an Italian hill town, but nade of spun sugar, a nmillion years old, and

hal f nelted. Domes and bal - conies, arches, flying buttresses, battlenments, and terraced roofs
perched on a jutting shelf and dripped over the edge |ike syrup

poured over a waffle and quick-frozen. Tall towers jutted at all angles: pencils in a cup. They
were tall and spindly. In the corners, drifts of snow or pastel confectioner's sugar sparkl ed.
"I't's a hulk, Rocky."

"I can see that. Let ne have ny fantasy, wll you?"

The castle fought a silent battle with wispy white vines. It |looked |like a stand-off; the castle
had taken nortal damage, but when they joined CGene, Cirocco and Gaby heard the vines giving off
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the dry rustic of death.

"Li ke Spani sh noss," Gaby observed, tugging a handful free the entangling mass.

"But bigger."”

Gaby shrugged. "If Gaea can't build it in the |arge econony size, she doesn't bother."
"There's a door up here," Gene called back. "You want to go in? "

"You bet."

There was five neters of |evel space between the edge of the shelf and the castle wall. Not far
fromthemwas a rounded arch, not nuch taller than the top of Cirocco' s head.

"Whew! " Gaby breat hed, |eaning against the wall. "Wl king on | evel ground is al nbst enough to make
you dizzy. |'d forgotten how "

Crocco lit a lanp and foll owed Gene through the arch and into a hall of glass.

"We'd better stick together," she said.

There seemed good reason for the caution. Wile none of the surfaces were conpletely reflective,
the place had a lot in comon with, the mrror houses at carnivals. They could see through the
walls to roons on all sides of them which also had glass walls |eading to nore roons.

"How do we get out, once we're in?" Gaby asked. G rocco pointed down. "Foll ow our footprints."

"Ah. How silly of ne." Gaby bent and | ooked at the fine powder coating the floor. There were
larger, flat sheets scattered through it.

"Ground gl ass," she said. "Don't fall down."

Gene shook his head. "I thought so at first, too, but it's not glass. It's thin as a soap bubbl e,
and it won't hold an edge." He picked a wall and pressed it gently with the palmof this hand. It
shattered with a soft tinkling sound. He caught one of the pieces that drifted down around hi m and
crushed it in his hand.

"How many of those walls could you break before the second floor falls on us?" Gaby asked,

poi nting at the room above them

"Alot, | think. Look, this place is a maze, but it wasn't originally. W walk through sone of the
wal | s because sonet hing broke them already. But this was a stack of cubes, with no way in or out
of any of them™

Gaby and Cirocco | ooked at each other. "Like the building we | ooked at under the cable,” Cirocco
said, for both of them She described it to CGene.

"Who maekes buildings with roons you can't get in or out of?" Gaby asked.

"The chanbered nautilus does," Gene said.

"Say agai n?"

"The nautilus. It makes its shell in a spiral. Wen the shell gets too small, it noves up and
seals off part of the shell in back. You cut themin half, they're very pretty. It sounds a | ot

like the building you saw, little roons on the bottom big ones on top."

Cirocco frowned. "But all these roomnms | ook about the sane size."

Gene shook his head. "The difference isn't great. This roomis a little taller than the one over
there. There'll be snmaller roonms somewhere el se. These things built sideways."

The picture that energed of the creatures that built the glass castle was of sonething that worked
Ii ke sea corals. The col ony abandoned houses as they outgrew them building mthe re- mains. Parts
of the castle towered ten levels or nore. Structural strength came not fromthe tissue-thin walls
but fromthe interstices that nade up the edges. They were like clear lucite bars, thick as
Crocco's wist, very hard and strong. If all the walls in the castle had been broken 'out, the
outline would have remained, |ike the steel underpinnings of a skyscraper.

"Whoever built it wasn't the last to use it," Gaby suggested. "Sonebody noved in and nade a | ot of
nodi fications, unless these creatures were consi derably nore sophisticated than what we deci ded.
But either way, everybody's |ong gone."

Cirocco tried not to be disappointed, but it didn't do any good. It was a | etdown. They were stil
far fromthe top, and it | ooked |ike they would have to clinb every neter.

"Don't be angry."
"What's that?" sirocco cane awake slowy. Hard to believe it's been eight hours already, she

t hought .

But how did he know? She had the watch.

"Don't look at it." It was said in the same even tone, but G rocco froze with her armhalf raised.
She saw CGene's face, orange in the dying firelight. He was kneeling over her

"Why . . . what is it, Gene? Is sonething wong?"

"Just don't be angry. | didn't nean to hurt her, but | couldn't very well let her watch, could I?

"Gaby?" She started to rise, and he let her see the knife. In the hei ghtened awareness of the
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monent, she saw several things: Gene was naked; Gaby was |ying face down, nude, and did not seem
to be breathing Gene had an erection. There was bl ood on his hands. Her senses sharpened to a keen
edge. She could hear his even breathing, snmell blood and viol ence.

"Don't be angry," he said, reasonably. "I didn't want to do it this way, but you forced ne.
"Al | said was--"
"You're angry, | can tell." He sighed at the unfairness of it all and produced a second knife-

Gaby's-in his left hand. "If you think about it, you have yourself to blane. What do you think I'm
made of ? You wonmen. Do your nothers tell you to be selfish? Is that it?' #

Cirocco tried to think of a safe answer, but he apparently didn't want one. He noved over her and
put the tip of a knife under her chin. She flinched; the tip bit into the soft flesh. It was

col der than his eyes.

"I don't understand why you're doing this."

He hesitated. The second knife had been noving in the direction of her belly; now he stopped wth
it just out of her sight. She licked her Iips and wi shed she could see it again.

"That's a fair question. |'ve always thought about it-what nman doesn't?" He searched her eyes for
under st andi ng, | ooked forlorn when he did not find it.

"Ah, what's the use? You're a girls "

"Try." The knife was nmoving again. She felt it press flat against the inside of her thigh. Sweat
broke out on her forehead. "You don't have to do it this way. Put the knife down, and I'll give
you anything you want."

"Ah-ah." There was the knife again, waggling back and forth Iike a nother's adnoni shing finger

"I" mnot a stupid man. | know how you wonen work."
"I swear. It doesn't have to be this way."
"It does. |I've killed Gaby, and you won't forgive that. It never was fair, you know. You tantalize

us all the tine. W're always horny, and you're always saying no." He was sneering, but the
expression quickly vanished to be repl aced once again by calm ness. She had |iked the sneer
better.

"1'"mjust evening things out. Back when you people left me alone in the dark | decided I'd do what
| please. | nmade friends in Rhea. You're not going to like themnuch. I'mthe Captain from now on
like | should have been in the first place. You'll do what | say. Now don't do anything stupid."
She gasped as the sharp point of the knife tore her pants. She thought she knew what he was about
to use the knife for, and wondered if she'd rather be stupid and dead than alive and nutil at ed.
But once the pants were gone he cut no further. Her attention returned to the knife under her

chi n.

He entered her. She turned her face away and the knife point followed. It hurt like hell, but that
was not inportant. What mattered was the twitch in Gaby's cheek, the trail her hand had nade

t hrough the dust while noving closer to the hatchet, her half-open eye and the gleamin it.
Cirocco | ooked up at Gene and had no trouble putting fear into her voice.

"Don't! On, please, don't, I'mnot ready. You'll kill ne!"

"You' re ready when | say you are."” He lowered his head and Crocco risked a glance at Gaby, who
seenmed to understand. Her eye cl osed.

It all happened far away. She had no body, that was sonmeone el se who was hurting so badly. Only
the knife point at her chin had nmeaning, until he began to tire.

What woul d the price of his failure be? she wondered. Right.

Then he can't fall. A nmonment woul d conme when his attention would waver, but she had to insure that
monent arrived. She began to nove under him It was the npst disgusting thing she had ever done.
"Now we see the truth," he said, with a dreany snile.

"Don't talk, Gene."

"You got it. See how nuch better it is when you don't fight?" Was it her imagination, or was her
skin not quite so taut under the knife? Had it pulled back? She tasted the thought, careful not to
fool herself, and decided it was true. She had acquired an exquisite sensitivity. The slight
easing of pressure was like the lifting of a great weight.

He woul d have to close his eyes. Didn't they always close their eyes?

He cl osed them and. she al nost noved, but he opened them again, quickly. Testing her, danmm it. But
he saw no deception. Nornally she was a | ousy actress, but the knife had inspired her

H s back arched. Hi s eyes closed. The knife pressure was gone. Nothing went right.

She sl apped his armone way, turned her head the other; the knife cut the side of her cheek. She
punched at his throat, neaning to crush it, but he noved just enough. She twi sted, kicked, felt
the knife slash her shoul der bl ade. Then she was up- but not running. Her feet did not touch the
ground for agonizing seconds while she waited for the knife to bite.

It did not, and she got enough of a toehold to bound into the air again and start away from him
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She gl anced over her shoulder while in the air and realized her kick had been stronger than she
imagined. It had lifted himfromthe ground and he was only now touchi ng again. Gaby was still in
the air. Adrenalin was causing Earth rmuscles to behave madly in the |ow gravity.

The chase took forever to get going, but picked up speed rapidly.

She didn't think he knew Gaby was behind him He would never have pursued Cirocco so single-
nmindedly if he had seen Gaby's face.

They had canped in the castle's central plaza, a level area the builders had never subdivided. The
fire was twenty neters fromthe first gallery of rooms. Cirocco was still accel erati ng when she
hit the first wall. She never broke stride, smashing a dozen of them before reaching up to grab
one of the girders. She swung through a ninety-degree turn and rose, tunbling, through three
ceilings before stopping in the air. She heard crashes as Gene bl undered on, not understandi ng her
nmaneuver e.

She put her feet on a girder and pushed up again. She rose, a cloud of glass shards ascending wth
her, twisting and turning in dreany slow notion. She |eaped to the side and went through three
wal | s before stopping. She broke through to her left, went up another floor, then over and down

t hrough two nore.

She stopped, crouching on a girder, and |istened.

There was the far-off tinkle of breaking glass. It was dark. She was in the niddle of a chanbered
maze that stretched to infinity in all directions: up, down, and sideways. She didn't know where
she was, but neither did he, and that was the way she wanted it.

The crashing grew | ouder and she saw Gene sail up through the roomto her left. She dived right
and down, catching a girder two floors bel ow and diverting her nonmentumto the right again. She
canme to rest, her bare feet on another girder. Around her, broken glass settled slowy.

She woul d not have known he was so close if the shower of glass had not preceded him He had been
wal ki ng al ong the girders, but the weight of part of his foot was too nuch for an un- broken pane
that al ready supported debris fromCirocco's passage. it shattered, and the glass cane down |ike
snowf | akes. She swung around the girder and pushed downward with her feet.

She hit hard, and turned, dazed, to see himland on his feet, as she would have done if she had
any dam sense and counted floors. She renenbered thinking that as he stood over her, then she saw
the hatchet hit his head, and she passed out.

She came to her senses suddenly, scream ng, which was some- thing she had never done before. She
did not know where she was, but she had been back in the belly of the beast, and not al one. Gene
was there, explaining calmMy why he intended to rape her. . Had raped her. She stopped scream ng
She was not in the glass castle. There was a rope around her waist. The ground sl oped down in
front of her. Far bel ow was the dark silver sea of Rhea.

Gaby was beside her, but she was quite busy. She had two ropes around her waist. One went up the
slope to the sane tree Cirocco was attached to. The other hung taut over darkness. Tears had
washed a channel through the dried blood on her face. She was using a knife to saw through one of

t he ropes.

"I's that CGene's pack there, Gaby? "

"Yeah. He won't be needing it. How are you feeling?" "I've been better. Bring himup, Gaby."
She | ooked up, her nouth hanging open. "I don't want to | ose the rope."

H s face was a bl oody wreck. One eye was swollen shut, the other nmerely a slit. H's nose was
broken and three of his front teeth were gone.

"Quite a fall he took," Cirocco observed. "Nothing to what | had in nmind."

"Open his pack and bandage that ear. He's still losing blood." Gaby was building toward an
explosion, but Cirocco cut her off with an unwavering stare.

"I"'mnot going to kill him so don't suggest it."

Hi s ear had been severed by Gaby's hatchet throw That had been unintentional on her part; she had
meant to plant it in the side of his head, but it had turned in the air and hit hima gl ancing

bl ow powerful enough to knock himout. He npaned whil e Gaby bandaged him

G rocco began runmagi ng through his pack, taking things they could use. She kept the provisions
and the weapons, threw everything el se over the side.

"If we let himlive, he's going to follow us, you know that."

"He might, and | could definitely do without it. He'll have to go over the edge."

"Then why the hell am]|---"

"Wth his chute. Untie his |legs."

She fitted the harness around his crotch. He noaned again, and she | ooked away from what Gaby had
done to himthere
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"He thought he killed me. " she was saying, tying the [ast knot on the bandages. "He nmeant to, but
| turned my head."
"How bad is it? "

"Not deep, but bloody as hell. | was stunned, and it's lucky | was too weak to nove after what he
after ... " Her nose was running, and she wiped it on the back of her hand. "I passed out

pretty quick. The next thing I knew he was bendi ng over you. "

"I'"'mglad you woke up when you did. | made a ness of ny escape. And thank you for saving ny ass

again."

Gaby | ooked at her bleakly, and Cirocco was i nedi ately sorry about her choice of words. Gaby

seened to feel personally responsible for what had happened. It couldn't be easy, Cirocco thought,

tolie still while sonmeone you |ove is being violated.

"Way are you letting himlive?"

Cirocco | ooked down at him and fought through a sudden burning rage until she felt in contro

agai n.

"I . . . you know he was never like this before.”

"I do not knowit. He was always a fucking ani mal underneath, or how could he have done it?"

"W all are. We suppress it, but he can't anynore. He talked to ne like a little boy who's hurt-

not angry, just hurt-because he's not been getting his way. Sonething happened to himafter the

crash, just l|ike something happened to nme. And you.',

"But we didn't try to kill anyone. Listen, [et himparachute down. That's okay. But | think he

ought to leave his balls up 'here.” She hefted the knife, but C rocco shook her head.

"No. | never Iliked himmnmuch, but we got along. He was a good crewran, and now he's insane, and . .
" She was going to say it was partly her responsibility, that he would never have gone insane if

she had kept her ship in one piece, but she could not get it out.

"I''mgiving hima chance because of what he was. He said he had friends down there. Maybe he was

just raving, or maybe they'll take himin. Cut his hands free."

Gaby did, and Cirocco gritted her teeth and pushed himw th her foot. He began to slide, and

seened to becone aware of his surroundings. He screaned as the parachute trailed out behind him

t hen vani shed around the curve of the cable.

They never saw if it opened.

The two wonen sat there for a long tinme. Cirocco was afraid to say anything. There was the

possibility she would start crying and be unable to stop, and there was no tinme for it. There were

wounds to care for, and a trip to finish

Gaby's head was not bad. It should have had stitches, but the disinfectant and a bandage was al

they could do. She woul d have a scar on her forehead.

So would Cirocco, fromher inmpact with the castle floor. There would al so be one fromthe point of

her chin to her left car, and another across her back. None of the cuts were serious enough to

worry her.

They tended each other and | oaded their packs, and Crocco | ooked up at the long stretch of the

cable yet to clinb before they reached the spoke.

"I think we should go back to the castle and rest before we tackle it,"

Get our strength.”

Gaby | ooked up. "Onh, sure. But the next part's going to be easier. Bringing you two down here,

found a stairway."

' she said. "A couple days.

CHAPTER TVENTY

The stairway energed froma great heap of sand at the upper- nost border of the glass castle and
went straight as an arrow until it could no |longer be seen. Each step was a neter and a half w de
and forty centineters high, and appeared to have been carved into the face of the cable.

After Cirocco and Gaby had followed it for a time, they began to think it might actually do them
little good. It was curving to the south, toward the drop-off. Before long it would surely he

i mpassabl e.

But the steps renmined perfectly level. Soon they were wal king on a terraced shelf with a huge
wall rising mone side and a sheer drop on the other. There was no handrail, no protection at all
They pressed close to the wall, and trenbled with every gust of w nd.

Then the shelf began to turn into a tunnel. It was a gradual thing. There was still open space on
the right, but the wall had begun to curl over their heads. The path was curving under the cable.
Cirocco tried to visualize it: always rising, but corkscrew ng around the outside of the cable.

file:/lIF|/rah/John%20Varley/Varley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt (85 of 118) [1/15/03 7:27:03 PM]



file:/l/F|/rah/Iohn%20V arley/V arley,%20John%20-%20Titan.txt

After another 2000 steps, they were in pitch bl ackness.

"Stairs," Gaby nuttered. "They build a thing like this, and they put in stairs." They had stopped
to get out their lanps. Gaby filled hers and trimed the wi ck. They would burn one at a time and
hope there was enough oil to get them out the other side.

"Maybe they were health nuts,"” Cirocco suggested. She struck a match and held it to the wick
"More likely this was an energency neasure, for a |oss of power."

"Well, I"mglad they're here," Gaby admtted.

"They were probably here all the way but down |ower they're covered with dirt. It means this place
has been unattended for a long time. The trees up here must be new mutations."

"\WWhat ever you say." Gaby held the | anp high and | ooked ahead, then back where she could still see
a wedge of light. Her eyes narrowed.

"Look, it's like we're at an angle in the road. It curves along the outside, then it cuts to the
| eft and goes straight in."

Cirocco studied it, and thought Gaby was right.

"I't looks Iike we mght he cutting right through the center."

"Ch, yeah? Renmenber the place of winds? AlIl that air is going through here, someplace."

"If this tunnel led to it, we'd knowit already. It would have blown us right off the side."

Gaby | ooked at the ascending staircase in the flickering lanp- light. She sniffed the air.

"It's pretty warmin here. | wonder if it gets hotter?"

"No way to know but by going in."

"Uh- huh." Gaby swayed and the |lanp threatened to fall fromher fingers. Crocco put a hand on her
shoul der.

"You all right?"

"Yeah, I'm... no, danmit, I'mnot." She | eaned against the warmcorridor wall. "I'mdizzy, and ny
knees are weak." She held out her free hand and | ooked at it; it trenbled slightly.

"Maybe a day of rest wasn't enough." Cirocco studied her watch, gazed up the corridor, and

frowned. "1'd hoped to he out on the other side and back on the top of the cable again before we
rested.”

"I can nake it."

"No," Cirocco decided. "I don't feel so hot nyself. The question is do we canp here in the
corridor where it's so hot, or go outside?"

Gaby | ooked back at the drop-off many steps behind them "I don't mind alittle sweat."

There was sonet hi ng about having a fire, even when the weat her was unbearably hot. They did not
discuss it; Grocco took snmall twigs and noss from Gene's pack and started to build one. Soon she
had a smal|l blaze crackling. She fed it like a mser as they went about the nechanical business of
setting a neager canp. Sleeping bags were unrolled, pans and knives brought out, provisions
searched for the night's food.

We're a good team sirocco thought, hunkered down while she watched Gaby dice vegetables into the
bubbling remains of last night's stew. Her hands were snmall and deft, with brown dirt ground into
the pal ns. They could no | onger spare water for washing.

Gaby wi ped her brow with the back of her hand and gl anced up at Crocco. She sniled- a flickering,
tentative thing that broadened when Cirocco sniled back. One eye was nearly covered by a bandage
She di pped the spoon into the stew and sl urped noisily.

"Those radi sh dinguses are best left crunchy," she said. "G ve ne your plate."

She | adl ed a generous hel ping and the two of them sat back, side by side but at arm s |ength, and
ate.

It was delicious. Listening to the snall sounds, the pop of the fire and the scraping of spoons on
wooden pl ates, Cirocco was grateful to relax and think of nothing.

"Do you have any nmore salt?,, Crocco dug in her pack and found the sack, and also two for- gotten
sweets, wapped in yellow | eaves. She pressed one into Gaby's hand and | aughed when her eyes Ilit
up. She put her own plate down and unw apped the chewy, bite-sized confection, held it under her
nose and sniffed. It snmelled too good to eat all at once. She bit it in half, and the flavor of
sugared apricots and sweet cream burst through her nouth.

Gaby was just short of hysterical at G rocco's expression of de-

She ate the other half, then began casting covetous gl ances

"If you're keeping that for breakfast, you're going to have to stay awake all night."

"Ch, don't worry. | just have enough nmanners to know dessert is for after dinner."

She made the unwapping last five mnutes, then examined it critically for another five,
sputtering helplessly at GCrocco's antics. Cirocco did a passable imtation of a cocker spaniel at
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the dinner table and a honel ess waif |ooking in the, w ndow of the bakery, and gasped when Gaby
finally put it in her nouth.

She was having so much fun that it hurt when she wondered- while sniffing eagerly with her face
close to Gaby's-if the silliness was wi se. Gaby was obviously in heaven with all the attention
her face was flushed with laughter and excitenent, her eyes sparkled.

Way coul dn't she just relax and enjoy it?

She must have let sonme of her worry show, because Gaby was inmedi ately serious. She touched
Crocco's hand and | ooked at her urgently, then slowy shook her head. Neither of them dared
speak, but Gaby had told her nore plainly than any words she night have said, "You have nothing to
fear fromme."

Cirocco smled, and so did Gaby. They spooned up the |last of the stew, holding the plates close to
their nouths; and not worrying about table manners.

But it was not quite the sane. Gaby was silent. Soon her hands began to trenmble, and the plate
clattered to the steps. She sat up, gasping and sobbing, and GCirocco's hand on her shoul der
brought her groping blindly. She drew her knees up and cl enched her fists under her chin, buried
her face under Cirocco's neck and wept.

"Ch, | hurt, | hurt so nuch."

"Then let it out. Cry." She put her cheek on the short, black hair, very fine and beginning to

| ook tousled, then Iifted Gaby's chin and | ooked for a place to kiss that wasn't covered by
bandage. She was going for the cheek but at the last nonent, not sure why she did it, she kissed
her |ips. They were noist, and very warm

Gaby | ooked at her for a long nmoment, sniffed |oudly, and put her face back on Cirocco's shoul der
She burrowed into the hollow of her neck, then was still. No shakes, no sobs.

"How are you so strong?" she asked, her voice nuffled but very close.

"How are you so brave? You keep saving ny life."

Gaby shook her head. "No, | nmean it. If | didn't have you to lean on right now, 1'd go crazy. And
you don't even cry."

"l don't cry easily."”

"Rape is easy?" She searched Cirocco's eyes again. "God, | hurt so had. | hurt from Gene, and
hurt for you. | don't know which is worse."

"Gaby, 1'd be willing to nake love to you if that would help stop the pain, but | hurt, too.
Physical ly."

Gaby shook her head.

"That's not what | want fromyou, even if you were feeling great. If you' re "willing,' that's no
good. I'mnot CGene, and |I'd rather keep the hurt than have you like that. It's enough to | ove you

What to say, what to say? Stick to the truth, she told herself.

"I don't knowif I'Il ever |ove you back. Not that way. But so help ne," she hugged Gaby and w ped
qui ckly at her nose, "so help me, you're the best friend | ever had."

Gaby let out her breath with a soft sigh.

"That will have to do, for now " Cirocco thought Gaby was going to cry again, but she didn't. She
hugged Cirocco once, briefly, and kissed her neck

"Life is very hard, isn't it?" she asked in a snmall voice. "It is that. Let's get to bed."

They started out on three steps; Gaby stretched on the highest, Cirocco tossing and turning on the
next, and the enbers of the fire on the step bel ow her

But Cirocco cried out in the night and woke in utter darkness. Sweat was pouring from her body as
she waited for Gene's knife to slash. Gaby pulled her down and held her until the nightrmare had
passed.

"How | ong have you been here?" Cirocco asked

"Since | started to cry again. Thanks for letting me join you." Liar. But she sniled when she

t hought it.

It grew hotter for a thousand steps, so hot that the walls could not be touched and the sol es of
their boots were burning. Crocco tasted defeat, knowing there had to be at |east several thou-
sand nore steps before they were in the niddle, fromwhich point they m ght expect it to coo
agai n.

"One thousand nore steps,"” she said. "If we can nake it that far. If it's not cooler, we go back
and try it on the outside." But she knew the cable was too steep now. The trees had becone in-
conveniently far apart even before they entered the tunnel. The tilt of the cable would reach

ei ghty degrees before they arrived at the spoke. She would he faced with her hypothetical gl ass
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nmount ai n, the worst possibility she had inmagi ned when preparing for the trip.

"\What ever you say. Just a minute, | want to take off this shirt. |I'msnothering."

Cirocco stripped down, too, and they continued to hi ke through the furnace.

Five hundred steps later, they put their clothes back on. Three hundred steps beyond that, they
opened their packs and got out their coats.

ice began to formon the walls, and snow crunched underfoot. They donned gl oves and pulled up the
hoods on their parkas, then stood in |anplight which had become amazingly bright with the white
walls to reflect it, watching ice crystals condense fromtheir breaths and | ooking forward at a
corridor that was unquestionably narrow ng.

"A thousand nore steps?" Gaby suggested. "You nust have read ny mind."

The ice soon forced Cirocco to bend her head, then get on her hands and knees. It quickly grew
dark again as Gaby led with the lamp in front of her. G rocco paused and bl ew on her stiff hands,
then got mher belly and craw ed.

"Hey! |I'm stuck!" She was pl eased to hear no panic in her voice. It was frightening, but she knew
she could get free if she backed up

The scrabbling sounds in front of her stopped. "okay. | can't turn around here, but it's getting
wider. |I," go ahead and see what it's like. Twenty neters. Ckay? "

"Right." She listened to the sounds getting farther away. The darkness closed in and she had j ust
enough tinme to work up a very cold sweat before the light dazzled her. In a nonment Gaby was back
There were ice crystals on her eyebrows.

"This is the worst spots right here." "Then I'Il get through. |I didn't cone this far to end up
like a cork in a bottle. "

"I't's what you get for eating all those sweets, fatty." Gaby could not pull her through, so she
backed up and man- aged to get the brass pick fromher pack. They chipped, at the ice and tried it
agai n.

"Breathe out," Gaby suggested. and tugged on her hands. She cane through.

Behind them a flat chunk of ice about a neter long fell fromthe roof and skidded noisily toward
dayl i ght.

"That must be why this passage is open," Gaby said. "The cable is flexible. It bends and the ice
cracks. "

"That and the warmair frombehind us. Let's stop plugging it up, okay? Get noving."

Soon they could stand, and shortly afterward the ice was just a nenory. They took off their coats
and wonder ed what was next.

The runbling began 400 steps farther on. It grew louder until it was easy to inagi ne huge nachines
thrumm ng just beyond the walls of the tunnel. One of the walls was hot, but not any- thing |ike
what they had al ready travel ed through

They felt sure it was the sound of the air being sucked fromthe place of wi nds toward sone
unknown destination high above. Two thousand nore steps brought them beyond it and into anot her
hot region. They hurried through it, not bothering to strip as they knew they were close to the
far end of the tunnel. As expected, the beat dimnished after reaching a steam bath peak that
Cirocco estimated at seventy-five degrees.

Gaby was still in the lead, and saw the light first. it was no brighter than it had been on the
other side, just a pale silver strip that began on their left and gradually wi dened until they
were standing on a | edge beside the cable. They sl apped each other on the back, then started

cli mbi ng agai n.

They crossed over the top of the cable, always rising, always trending to the south, over the
broad hunp and down again on the far side. The cable was conpletely bare now, no trees, no earth
clinging anywhere. It was the first time Gaea had really | ooked like the nmachine Crocco knew it
to be: the incredible, massive construct nmade by beings who mght still be alive in the hub. The
bare cable was snoboth and straight, rising at an angle of sixty degrees now, getting closer to the
flaring bottom edge of the spoke. The wedge of space between the cable and the spoke had narrowed
to less than two kil oneters.

On the south side the stairs entered another tunnel. They thought they were ready for it, but it
al rost fooled them They hurried through the first zone of heat and congratul ated them selves
when they felt the tenperature begin to drop again. It reached about fifty degrees, and began to
rise once nore.

"Dam! It's a different set-up. Let's go!"

"Whi ch way?"

"Back would be just as bad as forward. Move!"

They woul d have been in danger only if one of thembad fallen and hurt herself, but it frightened
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Crocco, and rem nded her never to take Gaea for granted. She had forgotten the cable was nade up
of wound strands, and that the path of whatever hot and cold fluids ran through it could be quite
conpl ex.

They made it past the zone of vibration which was still in the center, and through the cold zone,
whi ch was not as choked with ice as the first had been, and energed once again on the north side
of the cable.

Across the top, and down into the third tunnel. Through it, and across the top again.

They did that seven nore tinmes in two days. It would have been faster but for a delay in the
fourth tunnel, which was so choked with ice even Gaby had to chip before she could squeeze
through. it took thema frigid eight hours to break a path.

But the next tinme they reached the south side of the cable,

there was no tunnel. The angle of rise was now between eighty and ninety degrees, and the
staircase began to wind along the outside of it like the red stripe on a peppermint stick

Neit her wanted to canp on a ledge a neter and a half w de that hung over a drop of 250 kil oneters.
Cirocco knew she tossed in her sleep and one toss could carry entirely too far. So, though both of
them were weary, they kept trudgi ng around and around the outside of the cable, always pressing
their left shoulders to the reassuring solidity.

Cirocco did not |ike what was happeni ng overhead. The nearer they got, the nore inpossible it

| ooked.

They knew fromtheir observations outside that each spoke was oval in cross-section, fifty

kil ometers thick one way and slightly less than a hundred the other, before it flared out to join
the rimroof. They had just passed thuough that flaring section, and the spoke walls they could
dimMy see were nearly vertical. Wat they had not counted on was the lip that ran all the way
around the nonstrous bore of the spoke tube. It was easily five kiloneters w de.

The cabl e seened to enter the lip sean essly, probably continuing above and traveling on to
whatever tied it to the hub. During one of their rest stops they studied the lip, seemingly just
above their heads, yet still two kiloneters away. It was a nassive ceiling to their |abors,
stretching endlessly until the opening becane visible, narrowed by perspective. The openi ng was
forty by eighty kiloneters, but to reach it they would have to traverse five kil oneters hanging
fromthe underside of the linp.

Gaby | ooked at Cirocco and rai sed one eyebrow. "Don't borrow trouble. Gaea's been good to us so
far. dimb, ny friend."

And Gaea was good to them again. Wien they got to the top of the cable there was another tunnel
this one piercing the vast gray roof.

They lit the lanp, noting that there was not nuch fuel left, and began to clinb. The tunnel curved
to the left as if the cable was still there, though they could no | onger be sure of it. They
counted 2000 steps, then 20M nore.

"I't occurs to ne," Gaby said, "that this could go all the way to the hub. And if you think that's
good news, you'd better think against

"I know, | know. Keep clinbing." Crocco was thinking of lanp fuel, the state of their provisions,
and the half-filled water- skins. It was still 300 kilonmeters to the hub. At three steps to the
meter, that nmade it alnpbst an even million steps yet to go. She | ooked at her watch and timed

their pacing.

They had a rhythm of about two steps per second; just |ight touches of the toes to push them high
enough to touch the next step. The gravity at that level had fallen to al nbst one eighth- half the
already | ow gravity when they set out.

Two steps per second was half a mllion seconds of travel tinme. Eight three three three point
three, etc., minutes, 138 hours, or nearly six days. Double that to include rest periods and

sl eep, at a conservative estinate ..

"I know what you're thinking," Gaby said, frombehind her. "But can we do it in the dark?"

She had hit on the inportant point. The food could | ast two weeks. The water night be enough with
rationing, but not for com ng down.

But the crucial consumable at this stage was |anp fuel. They had no nore than a five-hour supply,
and no way to get nore.

She was still working on it, trying to construct a mathematics that would get themto the top
when they enmerged on the floor of the spoke.

Not hi ng had ever made Cirocco feel snmaller. Not O Neil One, not the stars in space, not the floor
of Gaea herself. She could see everything, and her sense of perspective failed utterly.
It was inpossible to detect the curvature of the walls. Like an upended horizon, they stretched
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away from her until suddenly they began to wap around, making the space | ook nore seni- circular
than round.

Everything was bathed in a pale green |uninescence. The source of the light was four vertical rows
of wi ndows which sent beans slanting down to cross each other in the enpty center

Not quite enpty. Running straight as a ruler through the central space Wre three vertical cables
wound together like a braid, and drifting in and out of the |light beanms were odd, cylindrica
clouds that twisted slowy as they watched.

Crocco recal l ed thinking of the dark, narrow spaces beneath the cable they had explored as a

cat hedral . Gaea had exhausted her store of superlatives, but she knew that had only been an
abandoned chapel. This was the cathedral

"I thought 1'd seen it all by now," Gaby said, quietly, pointing up at the wall behind them "But
a vertical jungle?"

There was no other way to describe it. dinging to the walls, reaching outward or branching up
the inside of the spoke was crusted with nmore of the ubiquitous trees. They dwi ndl ed, beconi ng at
some indeterm nate di stance just a snmooth carpet of green. Beyond that was a gray roof.

"Wul d you say that's 300 kil oneters up?"

Gaby squinted, then nmade a grid with her fingers and calcul ated with sone system of her own.

"I't covers the right nunber of degrees."

"Sit. Let's think on this."

She needed to sit nore than she needed to think. Until this nonent she had actually thought she
could make it. She now saw t hat del usi on had been fostered by an inability to visualize the

probl em She could look at it now and she quail ed inside. Three hundred kil ometers, straight up.
Strai ght. Up.

She nust have been insane.

"First. Does it look Iike there's any way through that roof?" Gaby | ooked, and shrugged.

"Means nothing. There was a way through this, wasn't there? Wl d never see it fromhere."

"Right. But we hoped there would be a | adder to the top. Do you see one?"

"No. "

"Ri ght again. | thought those stairs neant a way had been pro- vided to walk to the top, if
necessary. Now | think it's likely that a walk to right here, this spot, was all the builders had
in mnd" "Mwybe.' CGabys eyes had narrowed. "But they must have | eft

way to get to the hub. Probably these trees weren't nmeant to be ere. They've overgrown everyt hing,
like they did on the cable.” "In which case . " \hat ?

"We have a hell of a clinb ahead,"” Gaby finished for her

"Right for the third tine. I"'mjust trying to reason it out, you see. It had entered nmy nind that
if-say four or five years fromnowif we get to the top and find there isn't a stairway .

we' ve got another long clinmb. Down."

Gaby | aughed this tinme.

"If you're saying let's turn back, | wi sh you' d come out with it. I won't freeze you with
contenpt."”

"Let's turn back?" She hadn't neant the question mark, but there it was.

"Ah. | see." She did not nmind. They had |ong forgotten the relationship of Captain and crew. She
| aughed, and shook her head. "All right. Wat's your plan?"

"First ook around. Later-four or five years fromnowwe'd | ook pretty foolish if me of the

buil ders asked why we didn't use the elevator."

CHAPTER TVEENTY- ONE

It was roughly 250 kil ometers around the base of the spoke. They began to circumavigate it,
| ooking for anything froma rope |adder to an anti-gravity helicopter. Wat they found was
hori zontal trees, growing in the vertical forest.

When they penetrated the outer branches and foll owed the trunks to their roots in the wall, they
had to clinb a gradual slope made of fallen branches and rotting | eaves. The real sub- stance of
the spoke was a spongy gray naterial. It yielded |like soft rubber when they pressed it. Wen
Crocco pulled a bush fromthe wall, a long taproot cane out with it. The wall bled a thick, mlKky
fluid, then closed around the snall hole.

There was no soil, and very little sun; bright as it had seemed when they came out of the dark
staircase, the real light level was quite low Cirocco assuned that, |ike many of the plants on

the rim these depended m sub-surface sources for life.
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The wall itself was npbist and supported grow hs of nbss and lichen, but few internediate-sized
plants. There were no grasses, and what vines existed were parasitic, rooting in the tree trunks.
Many of the trees were the sanme species they had seen on the rim adapted for a horizontal

exi stence. There were fanmiliar fruits and nuts growi ng on them

"That takes care of the food problem" Gaby said.

There could be no rivers in the spoke, but the wall glistened with tiny trickles. Hi gh above,
sports could be seen, arching out and turning to m st [ong before they reached the floor

Gaby | ooked up at them noting that they seemed evenly distributed, |ike |aw sprinklers.

"So much for dying of thirst."

It began to seemthat the clinmb would not actually be inpossible. Grocco found it hard to be

el ated about it.

Excl uding the possibility of a staircase-which she quickly concluded they would not find, since
the trees prevented a close exploration of the wall-there were two ways to the top

One involved clinbing the trees thenselves. it should be possible, Cirocco reckoned, to go from
branch to branch out where spreadi ng had neshed the branches of one tree with those of its

nei ghbors.

The other possibility was a straightforward job of nountaineering. They found that their neta

spi kes could be driven into the wall surface sinply by hol ding them and jabbi ng.

Crocco favored the wall, not wanting to trust the trees. Gaby |liked the branches, which would be
qui cker. They debated it until the second day, when two things happened.

Gaby noticed the first thing while | ooking ~ over the gray floor of the spoke. Her eyes narrowed,
and she pointed.

"I think that hole's not there anynore," she said. Crocco squinted, but could not be sure. "Let's
clinb up and take a | ook."

They roped thensel ves toget her and began ascendi ng t hrough t he branches.

It was not as bad as Cirocco had feared. Like anything else, there was an opti numway to go about
it, and they quickly discovered what it was. There was a line to pick between the thicker branches
closer to the wall-which were rock solid, but tended to be too far apart-and the thinner, nore

wi |l owy ones farther out, which provided a thousand places for hands and feet but sagged under
their weight.

"Alittle farther in," Crocco called ahead to Gaby, who had taken the job of scouting the path at

the end of a five-meter tether. "I'd say about two-thirds of the way to the top of the tree is
about right."

"I'n, top," Gaby said. "You' re m 2dng your directions."

"The bottons of the trees are in close to the wall. The tops are out in the air. \Wat could be
si npl er ?"

"Suits ne."

After clinbing through ten trees they began to work their way out to the top of the |ast one.
When the branches they wal ked on began to bend, they tied a line to a strong ne. Now the sag
worked to their advantage, as it opened a wi ndow in an otherw se inpenetrable wall of foliage.
They had chosen a tree that, in a horizontal forest, would have towered above its neighbors. In
the spoke it had to be content with jutting further fromthe wall

"You were right. It's gone."

"No | wasn't. But it will be in a mnute."

Cirocco saw what was left of the hole. It was a tiny black oval in the gray floor, and she could
see it contracting like the iris of an eye. Frombelow, the only time they had a good lock at it,
that hol e had been nearly as large as the spoke itself. Nowit was less than ten kiloneters

across, and still closing. Soon it would seal around the vertical cables that enmerged fromits
center.

"Any ideas?" Gaby asked. "Mat good does it do to close the spoke off fromthe rin®"

"I haven't the faintest idea. | presune it will open again, though, The angels got through it,

they come through regularly, so it
"It's the breath of Gaea."

"Say agai n?"

"It's what the Titaffides call the wind fromthe east. Cceanus brings cold weather and the Lanent,
and Rhea brings hot air and the angels. So you've got a tube 300 kilonmeters high, with a valve on
each end. You could use it as a punp. You could create high and | ow pressure areas, and use them

to nmove air."

"How woul d you go about that?" Gaby asked.

"I can think of two ways. Some kind of noveable piston to conpress or rarefy the air. | don't see
one, and | sure as hell hope there isn't or it'd snear us."

She paused, and then snil ed.
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"If there was, it wouldn't have done these trees any good."

"Right. so it's the other nethod. The walls can expand or contract. Cl ose the bottom val ve and
open the top one, expand the spoke, and you draw air in fromthe top. Close the top and open the
bottom put on the big squeeze, and you force it out over the rim"

"Where does the air that comes in the top come fronP"

"I't's either sucked up through the cabl es-sonme of it nmust be, we saw that-or it cones fromthe

ot her spokes. They all connect at the top. Wth a few nore val ves, you can use the spokes agai nst
each other. Open and close a few, and you end up sucking air out of Oceanus, through the hub, and
into this spoke. Then open and cl ose sone nore, and force it down over Rhea. Now if | only knew
why the builders thought it was necessary."

Gaby | ooked thoughtful. "I think I can give you that. It's something that's bothered ne. Wy
doesn't all the air pool at the botton down at the rin? The air's thinner up here, but it's still
okay because the air pressure at the rimis higher than Earth-normal. And in low gravity, pressure
sure drops off less quickly. Mars' atnosphere isn't much, for instance, but it goes out a |ong
way. Then if you keep the air circulating, it doesn't have tinme to settle. You can keep adequate
air pressure all the way through Gaea."

Crocco nodded, then sighed. "All right. You've just disposed of the | ast objection to the clinb.
W' ve got food and water, or at least it looks like we will. Now it |ooks like we'll have air,
too. What do you say we get going? "

"How about exploring the rest of the wall?"

"Mat's the use? W m ght already have passed what we're looking for. There's just no way to see
it."

"I guess you're right. Ckay, lead on."

The clinmbing was hard work, tedious, and yet requiring full attention. They got better at it -as
they went along, but Crocco knew it would never get as easy as the clinb up the cable.

The one consolation at the end of the first ten-hour clinb was that they were in shape. Cirocco
was weary and there was a blister on her left palm but aside froma slight backache she felt all
right. It would be good to sleep. They clinbed out to the top of a tree for a | ook down before

maki ng canp.
"WIl your system nmeasure a height |ike that?" Gaby frowned, and shook her head.
"Not well." She held her hands out, made a square with them and squinted. "I'd say-yeow "

Cirocco grabbed her under one arm steadying herself by holding a branch over her head.
"Thanks. What a fall that woul d have been."

"You had your rope," Cirocco pointed out.

"Yeah, but | don't really want to swing on the end of it.
t he ground agai n.

"What can | say? It's a hell of a lot farther away than it was, and the ceiling ain't a neter
closer. It's going to be that way for a long tine."

"Whul d you say three kiloneters is about right?"

"l owill if youwill."

That meant one hundred clinbing days, assuming no trouble. Cirocco npaned softly and | ooked agai n,
trying to believe it was five kiloneters but suspecting it was closer to two.

They went back in and found two branches nearly parallel and two and a half neters apart. They
slung their hamobcks be- tween them sat on one branch and ate a cold neal of raw vegeta- bles and
fruit, then got into the hammobcks and strapped themsel ves in.

Two hours later, it began to rain

Cirocco woke to a steady dripping on her face, nmoved her head, and gl anced at her watch. It was
darker than it had been when she went to sleep. Gaby was snoring quietly, on her side, her face
pressed into the webbing. She would have a sore neck in the norning. Crocco debated waki ng her
but decided that if she could sleep through the rain she was probably better off.

Bef ore novi ng her hamrock, Cirocco edged out to the top of the tree. She could see nothing but a
dimwall of mst and a steady downpour. It was raining much harder toward the center. Al they
were getting at the canpsite was the water which gathered on the outer |eaves and ran down the

Ii mbs.

When she returned Gaby was awake and the dri pping was nuch worse. They deci ded novi ng t he hanmocks
woul d do no good. They got out a tent and, after ripping a few seans with their knives, converted
it to a canopy which they tied above the canpsite. They dried as best they could and got back
into the wet hamobcks. The heat and hunidity were terrible, but Crocco was so tired she quickly
fell asleep to the sound of water beating on the tarp

She caught her breath, then |ooked at
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They woke again, shivering, two hours later. "One of those nights," Gaby groaned.

Cirocco's teeth chattered as they unpacked coats and bl ankets, wapped thenselves tightly, and
returned to the ham nocks. It was half an hour before she felt warm enough to sl eep again.
The gentl e swaying notion of the trees hel ped.

Cirocco sneezed, and snow fluttered away. It was very light,, very dry snow, and it had drifted
into every crevice of her blanket. She sat up, and it aval anched into her |ap

Icicles hung fromthe edges of the tarp and the ropes that suspended her hammock. There was a
constant cracking sound as w nd whi pped branches up and down, and a constant clatter of ice
hitting the frozen tarp. One of her hands was exposed, and it was stiff and chapped as she reached
across the gap and prodded Gaby.

"Huh? Huh?" Gaby | ooked around with one bl eary eye, the other held shut by frozen | ashes. "Oh,
dam!" She was racked by coughs.

"Are you okay?"

"Except for a frozen ear, | guess so. What now?"

"Put on everything we have, | guess. Then wait it out."

It was hard to do, sitting in a hanmock, but they nmanaged it. There was one di saster as Cirocco
funbled with nunb fingers, then saw a glove quickly vanish in the swirling snow beneath them She
cursed for five mnutes before recalling they still had Gene's gl oves.

Then they waited.

Sl eep was inpossible. They were warm enough in the layers of clothing and bl ankets, but they

wi shed for face masks and goggles. Every ten minutes they shook the accunul ati on of snow from
their bodi es.

They tried to talk, but the spoke was alive with sound. Cirocco found the nminutes stretching into
hours as she reclined with the bl anket over her face and listened to the wind howing. Over that
sound, and ruch nore frightening, was a sound |ike pop- ping corn. Branches, overloaded with ice,
wer e snapping off as the wi nd whi pped them

. They waited five hours. If anything, the wind grew colder and stronger. A branch snapped near
them and Crocco listened to it crash through the ice-crusted forest bel ow

"Gaby, can you hear nme?"

"I hear you, Captain. Wiat do we do now?"

"I hate to say it, but we're going to have to nove. | want to be on thicker branches. | don't
think these will break, but if one breaks above us, we've had it."

"I was just waiting for you to suggest it."

Getting out of the hamocks was a nightmare. Once out of them and standing on the tree linb, it
was worse. Their safety ropes were frozen and had to be painstakingly bent and twi sted before they
could be used. Wen they began to work their way in, it was strictly one step at a tinme. They had
to attach a second safety |ine before going back to renove the first, then repeat the process,
tying knots with gl oved hands or renoving the gloves and doing it quickly before their fingers
grew nunb. They used hanmmrers and picks to chip ice frombranches they had to walk on. Wth all
their caution, Crocco fell twice and Gaby once. Crocco's second fall resulted in a strained
nmuscl e in her back when the safety |ine stopped her

After an hour of struggle they reached the main trunk. It was steady and w de enough to sit on
But the wind blew harder than ever with no branches to break its force.

They drove spikes into the tree, |ashed thenselves to it, and prepared once nore to wait it out.

"I hate to bring this up, but I can't feel ny toes."

Cirocco coughed for a long tine before she could talk. "Wat do you suggest?"

"I don't know," Gaby said. "I do know that we'll freeze to death if we don't do sonething. W' ve
got to either keep moving, or look for shelter. "

She was right, and Crocco knewit. "Up, or down?"

"There's the staircase at the bottom"

"It took us a day to get this high, with no ice to conplicate things. And it's another two days
back to the stairs. If the entrance isn't buried in snow "

"I was about to get to that."

"I'f we nove, we nmight as well go up. Either way, we'll freeze unless this weather breaks soon
Movi ng woul d postpone that a while, | guess.”

"T hat was ny thought, too," Gaby said. "But 1'd like to try sonething else, first. Let's go al
the way to the wall. Renenber earlier you tal ked about where the angels might live, and you

menti oned caves. Maybe there's caves back there."
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Crocco knew the main thing was to becone active again, to get the blood flowing. So they craw ed
along the tree trunk, chipping ice as they went. In fifteen mnutes they reached the wall.

Gaby studied it, then braced herself and began attacking the ice with her pick. It fell away to
expose the gray substance, but she did not stop chopping. Wien Crocco saw what she was doi ng, she
joined her with her own pick

It went well for a while. They hacked a hole half a neter in dianeter. The white mlk froze as it
oozed fromthe wall, and they chipped that away, too. Gaby was a denobn of snow, it caked her

cl ot hes and the wool en scarf drawn over her mouth and nose, turned her eyebrows into thick white
| edges.

Soon they reached a new | ayer that was too tough to cut. Gaby attacked it viciously, but
eventual |y conceded she was getting nowhere. She let her hand drop to her side and glared at the
wal | .

"Well, it was an idea." She kicked disgustedly at the snow that had fallen around them as they
wor ked, shaken down by the vibrations. She | ooked at it, then craned her neck and stared up into
the darkness. She took a step back, grabbing Crocco's armto steady herself when she slipped on
i ce chips.

"There's a darker patch up there," she said, pointing. "Ten ... no, fifteen neters up. Slightly
to the right. See it?"

Crocco was not sure. She could see several dark places, but none of them | ooked |like a cave.
"I"mgoing up to take a look."

"Let ne do it. You' ve been working harder." Gaby shook her head. "I'mlighter."

Cirocco did not argue, and Gaby hammered a spike into the wall as high as she could reach. She
tied a rope to it and clinbed high enough to hamer in a second spi ke. Wien it was secure, she
knocked the first one | oose and drove it in a nmeter above the second.

It took her an hour to reach the place. Cirocco shivered bel ow, stamping her feet and shrugging
of f the showers of ice Gaby sent down around her. Then a di sl odged shel f of snow broke over her
shoul ders and brought her to her knees.

"Sorry about that!" Gaby called down. "But |'ve got something here. Let nme get it cleared and you
can come up."

The entrance was barely | arge enough for Cirocco to squeeze through, even after Gaby had chi pped
away nost of the ice. In- side, it was a hollow bubble with a dianeter of about a nmeter and a
hal f, and a floor to ceiling height slightly less than that. Crocco had to renove her pack, then
pull it in after her. Wth both of themand two packs inside it seemed possible they nmight have
found roomto stow a shoebox and still be able to breathe, but not much nore than that.

"Cozy, eh?" Gaby asked, renoving Cirocco's el bow from her neck

"Sorry. Oh, sorry about that, too. Gaby, ny foot!"

"Excuse nme. |If you'd just scrunch . . . that's better, but I wi sh you wouldn't stand there."
"Where? Ch, ny." She suddenly burst out |aughing. She was crouched with her back against the
ceiling and her knees bent while Gaby edged to the rear and tried to stay out of the way.

"What's so funny?"

"I was thinking of an old novie. Laurel and Hardy in their nightgowns, trying to bed down in an
upper berth.”

Gaby was smling, but obviously didn't know what she was tal king about.

"An upper berth, you know, on a cross-country train ... Skip it. | just thought they should have
tried it in arctic gear, and Wth a couple suitcases throwm in. How do you want to work this?"
They shovel ed the renai nder of the snow out of the tiny cave and stacked the gear in front of the
opening to block it. Wen they did so, what little light there had been vani shed, but the w nd
stopped blowing in, so they counted it a gain. After struggling for twenty mnutes they nmanaged to
settle down side by side. Cirocco could barely nove, but was not inclined to worry about such
things in the bl essed warnth.

"You think we can get sone sleep now?" Gaby wondered. "I sure feel like | could. How are your
toes?" "Okay. Tingling, but they're getting warm?"

"Me, too. Good night, Gaby." She hesitated only a nonment, then | eaned over and ki ssed her

"I love you, Rocky."

"Go to sleep." She said it with a snile.

The next time G rocco woke, sweat beaded her forehead. Her clothes were soaked. She lifted her
head groggily and realized she could see. Wndering if the weather had changed, she noved her pack
slightly, then nore urgently, and discovered the en- trance to the cave had cl osed.

She al nost woke Gaby, but thought better of it just in tine.
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"Try to get out first," she nuttered. There was no sense telling Gaby she had been eaten alive
again unless it was really true. Gaby would not take the news wells the thought of being confined
in such a small space-bad enough in itself-was terrifying when she thought of Gaby and her
cont agi ous panic.

It turned out there was no cause for alarm Wile she explored the wall where the hole had been
it began to nove, irising until it was, as large as it had been before. There was a cl ear w ndow
of ice with faint light behind it. She hit it with her gloved fist and it shattered. Frigid air
rushed in, and she hastily bl ocked the hole again with her pack

in a few mnutes she noved the pack. The hole had closed to a few centineters.

She | ooked thoughtfully at the tiny hole, putting it all together in her mnd. Only when she

t hought she understood it did she shake Gaby's shoul der

"Wake up, kid, it's tinme to make adjustnments again."

"Hhmm®?" Gaby cane awake quickly. "Hell, it's an oven in here."
"That's what | neant. We'll have to take off some clothes. You want to go first? "
"Go ahead. I'll try to stay out of your way."

"Right. Wiy do you suppose it's so hot in here? Have you thought about that? "
"I just woke up, Rocky. Have a heart."

"Ckay. 1'Il tell you. Feel the walls." She performed the conplex task of renoving her parka while
Gaby nade the sane di scovery she had nmade earlier

"It's warm"

"Yeah. | couldn't figure out this wall fromthe first. | thought the trees were unpl anned-for

like the growmhs on the cable, but they couldn't grow here, as | see it, without the wall to
nourish them | tried to think what kind of machine would do that best, and | canme back to a

nat ural bi ochemni cal machine. An animal, or plant, possibly a genetically tailored one. | find it
hard to believe something like this could have evolved in any reasonable tinme. It's 300 kiloneters
high, hollowin the middle, and hugs the real wall."

"And the trees are parasites?" Gaby was taking it better than G rocco had expected.

"Only in the sense that they draw nourishnment from another animal. But they're not true parasites,
because it was planned, that way. The builders designed this |arge aninmal as a habitat for the
trees, and in turn the trees provide habitats for smaller animals, and probably for the angels."
Gaby considered it, and | ooked narromy at G rocco.

"Pretty much like the very large animals that we presune live belowthe rim" she said, quietly.
"Yes, something like that." She watched Gaby for sips of' panic, but did not even see her
breathing heavily. "Does that ... ah . . . worry you?"

"You nean ny wel |l -known phobi a?" Cirocco reached behi nd her pack and stinulated the entrance into
openi ng again, then noved the pack and let Gaby see it. It began to close slowy.

"I found this before I woke you up. See, it's closing, but it'll open again if you tickle it.

W' re not trapped, and this isn't a stomach or anything like-"

Gaby touched her hand, smiling faintly. "I appreciate your concern."

"Well, 1 didn't nmean to enbarrass you, | only ... "You did the right thing. If 1'd seen that first
I'd probably still be screaming. But |'mnot basically claustrophobic. |'ve got a new phobia that

may be ny very own; fear of being eaten alive. But tell nme-and nake it very convincing, please-if
this isn't a stomach, what is it?"
"There's no parallel on any creature | know.

She was down to her |ast |ayer of clothing now, and

decided to stop there. "It's a refuge," she went on, trying to make herself small as Gaby began to
remove her clothes. "It's for precisely what we're using it for: a place to get in out of the
cold. I"'mwilling to bet the angels winter in caves like this. Maybe other aninmals, too. Possibly

the creature gets something out of it. Maybe the droppings fertilize
" Speaki ng of droppi ngs

"Yeah, 1've got the sanme problem W' |l have to use an enpty food jar or sonething."

"My God. | snell like a canel already. This place is going to be lovely if the weather doesn't
break soon.™

"I't's not so bad. | smell worse."

"How di pl omati ¢ of you." Gaby was down to her garishly patterned underclothes. "My dear, we're
going to be living damm close for a while, and there's no use in nodesty. |f you' re keeping that
on because-"

"I wasn't, not really," Crocco said, too hastily.

"Because you're afraid of arousing ne, think again. It's practically not there, anyway. | hope you
don't mind if | take this off and give it a chance to dry." She did so without waiting for

perm ssion, then stretched out beside G rocco.

"Maybe that was part of it," Cirocco admtted. "The other reason, the big reason, sort of nakes ne
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blush. I've started ny period."

" | thought you had. | politely didn't say anything."

"How di pl omatic of you." They l|laughed, but Crocco felt her face flushing. It was awkward as hell
She was used to a ship- board routine of fastidi ousness. Being nessy and unable to do anything
about it appalled her. Gaby suggested Cirocco use a bandage fromthe nedical kit, if only for her
own confort. Cirocco let herself be talked into it, happy that the idea had conme from Gaby. She
could not have used needed nedi cal supplies for such a purpose w thout Gaby's approval

They were quiet for a time, Grocco unconfortably aware of Gaby's nearness, telling herself she
had to get used to it. They might he in the shelter for days.

Gaby did not seembothered in the |east, and soon enough Cirocco | ost her sharp awareness of her
body. After an hour of trying to sleep, she began to feel bored by it all

"You awake?"

"l always snore when |'m awake." Gaby sighed, and sat up. "Hell, I'll have to be a lot sleepier
before I can sack out with you so close. You're so warm and soft

Cirocco ignored that.

"Do you know any ganmes to pass the tinme?"

Gaby rolled onto her side, facing Cirocco.

"I could think up sone dandies."

"Do you play chess?"

"I was afraid you' d say that. You want black or white? "

The ice formed around the entrance as fast as they could knock it away.

They worried about air at first, but a few experinents proved there would be adequate oxygen even
with the opening conpletely closed. The only explanation was that the survival capsul e functioned
like a plant, soaking up carbon dioxide through its inner walls.

They di scovered a nipple set into the back of the cave. Wen squeezed, it eluded the sanme nilky
substance they had seen earlier. They tasted it, but decided to stick to their supplies unti
there was nothing left. This was the nmilk of Gaea Meistersinger had told Crocco about.
Undoubtedly it fed the angels.

The hours slowy turned into days, the chess ganes into tournanents. Gaby won nost of them They
i nvented new ganmes with words and nunbers, and Gaby won nost of those, too. What with all they had
been through together, the things that drew them close and the things that pulled them apart,
Cirocco's reservations and Gaby's pride, it was not until the third day that they nade |ove.
It happened during one of the times they were both just staring at the faintly |um nescent
ceiling, listening to the wind howing outside. They were bored, too energetic, and slightly stir-
crazy. Cirocco was spinning an endl ess stream of rationalizations through her head: Reasons Wy I
Shoul d Not Get Physically Intinate Wth Gaby. (A) .
She couldn't remenber (A). It had nade sense not to until a few days ago. Wiy didn't it now?
There was the situation; surely that had col ored her judgenent. She had never been so intinmate
wi th anot her human being. For three days they had been in constant physical contact. She would
wake up in Gaby's arns, wet and excited. Wiat was worse, Gaby could not help knowing it. They
could snell changes in each other's npod.

But Gaby had said she didn't want her unless Crocco could return her |ove. Hadn't she? No. She
t hought back over it and realized all Gaby had said she required was a sincere enthusiasm on
Cirocco's part; she would not accept |ovemaking as therapy to ease her own pain.
Al'l right. G rocco had the enthusiasm She had never felt it so strongly. She was hol di ng back
essentially because she was not honosexual, she was bisexual with a strong preference for the male
sex, and felt she should not get involved with a wonan who | oved her unless she felt she could
carry through beyond the first act of |ove.
Which had to qualify as the silliest thing she had ever heard.
Words, words, just stupid words. Listen to your body, and listen to your heart.
Her body had no reservations left, and her heart had only one. She turned over and straddl ed Gaby.
They ki ssed, and G rocco began to stroke her

"l can't say | love you and be honest about it, because I"'mnot sure I'd know what it felt Iike
with a wonan. |I'd die defending you, and your welfare is nore inportant to ne than any other human
being. |'ve never had a friend as good as you. If that isn't enough, I'll stop."

"Don't stop."

"When | | oved a man, once, | wanted to have his children. What | feel for you is very close to
what | felt then, but it doesn't have that. | desire you . . . oh, so bad | can't even express it.
But | can't say for sure that | |ove you."
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Gaby snil ed.
"Life is full of disappointnments."” She put her arms around G rocco and pul |l ed her down.

For five days the wi nd how ed outside. On the sixth, the thaw began, and |asted until the seventh
day.

it was dangerous to go out during the thaw Chunks of ice cane crashing down from above, making a
terrible racket. Wien it stopped, they energed, blinking, into a world that was cool, and shining
with water, and whispering to them

They worked their way out to the top of the nearest tree, heard the whispering grow | ouder. As the
smal | er branches began to bend beneath their weight, they entered a gentle rain: big drops falling
in slow notion fromleaf to |eaf.

The air in the center of the colum was clear, but all around them as far as they could see, the
walls were weathed in rain- bows as the nelted ice worked its way down through the foliage to the
new | ake on the spoke fl oor

"What now?" Gaby asked.

“In. In, and up. W've lost a lot of tine."

Gaby nodded. "I don't mind, you know that, as long as it's where you're going. But would you tell
me once nore-why? "

Crocco was about to say it was a stupid question, but realized it was not. She had adnmitted to
Gaby during their long incarceration that she no | onger believed she would find anyone in contro
at the hub. She did not know hersel f when she had stopped believing it.

"I made a promi se to Meistersinger," she said. "And now | have no further secrets fromyou. Not
one."

Gaby frowned. "A promise to do what?"

"To see if there is anything | can do to stop the war between the Titani des and the angels. |
didn't tell anyone about it. I'mnot sure why. "

"I see. Do you think there's anything you can do?"

"No." Gaby said nothing, but continued to search her eyes. "I have to give it a try. Wiy are you

| ooking at me |like that?"

Gaby shrugged. "No reason. 1'll just be curious to know your reasons for going on after we find
the angels. W will he going on, won't we?"

"1 suppose so. Sonehow it seens like the right thing to do."

CHAPTER TVENTY- TWO

The worl d was an endl ess series of trees to clinb. Each was a variation on the same problem as

di fferent as snowfl akes, yet with a numbing saneness. Wat comunicati on was needed to get through
them coul d be acconplished by hand noti ons and grunts. They becane a perfect tree-clinbing

machi ne, one body noving forever upward. They clinbed for twelve hours at a stretch. Wen they
canped, they slept |ike the dead.

Bel ow them the floor opened and a sea of water fell over Rhea. It renmined open for a few weeks,
then cl osed when the roof opened and the frigid winds blew once nore, forcing themto take
shelter. Five days of darkness and they were out again, and climnbing.

They were six days past their third winter when they saw their first angel. They stopped cli nbing,
and wat ched hi m wat chi ng them

He was near the top of the tree, indistinct through the branches. They had beard angels walling

before, sonetinmes followed by the sound of giant wings flapping. Still, so far, Crocco's
know edge of angels was linited to one frozen noment when she had seen one inpaled on a Titanide
spear.

He was snaller than Gaby, with a huge chest and spindly

arns and |l egs. He had claws instead of feet. M5 wings energed just above his hips so that in
flight he would be prone with the sane anmount of wei ght on each side of the wi ngs. Folded, they
reached over his head with the tips trailing below the branch he perched on. The flight surfaces
on his legs, arns, and tall were neatly fol ded.

Havi ng noted all those differences, Crocco had to adnit that the nost startling thing about him
was his humanness. He | ooked like a child dying of malnutrition, but it was a hunman child.

Gaby gl anced at Cirocco, who shrugged, then notioned for her to be ready for anything. She took a
step forward.

The angel shrieked and danced backward. Hi s wings unfolded to their full nine-neter span and he
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poi sed, beating themlazily to remain on branches too thin to hold his weight.

"We'd just like to talk to you." She held out her hands. The angel shrieked again, and was gone.
They coul d bear the roaring of his wings as he gained altitutde.

Gaby | ooked at Cirocco. She raised one eyebrow and made a notion with one hand, questioningly.
"Right. Up"

"Captain."

Ciracco froze instantly. Ahead, Gaby was jerked to a stop as the rope between them grew taut.
"\What ?" Gaby asked.

"Quiet. Listen."

They waited, and in a few mnutes the call cane again. This tinme, Gaby heard it, too.

"I't couldn't be Gene," Gaby whi spered.

"Cal vin?" As soon as she said it, she recognized the voice. It was oddly changed, but she knewit.
"April. "

"Right," came the reply, though Crocco had not said it very loud. "Talk?"

"Of course | want to talk. Were the hell are you?"

"Below. | see you. Don't conme back."

"Way not? Dammit, April, we've been hoping you'd turn up for nonths. August has been going crazy."
Crocco was frowni ng. Sonething was wong, and she wanted to know what it was.
"I come to you, or not at all. You cone to ne, | fly away."

She perched in the small branches, twenty neters fromthe two wonen. Even at that distance Cirocco
could make out her face, exactly like August's. She was an angel, and C rocco was sick

She seened to have troubl e speaking. There were | ong pauses between sentences.

"Pl ease do not come closer. Do not nmove in ny direction. W can talk this way for only a short
time."

"Surely you don't think we'll hurt you?"
"And why not? | . . ." She stopped, edgi ng away.
"No, | suppose not. But | could no nore | et you approach than |I could hold ny hand in a fire. You

smell wong."

"Does it have to do with the Titani des? "

"Wth what?"

"The centaurs. The people you make war with."

She hi ssed and backed away. "Do not speak of them"

"I don't think I can avoid it."

"Then | nust leave. | will try to return.” Wth a loud cry, she plunged through the | eaves. They
heard her wings for a short tine, then it was as if she had never been with them

Crocco | ooked at Gaby, who sat with her feet dangling. Her face was sonber.

"lIt's awful ," sirocco whi spered. "What happened to us? "

"I was hoping she could give us sone answers. Whatever it was, it hit her the worst. Wrse than
Gene. "

She returned a few hours later but could not answer the questions that mattered nost. it appeared
she had not even been thinking about them

"How shoul d I know?" she said. "I was in the darkness, | woke up, and | was as you see ne. It
didn't matter, and it doesn't matter now. "

"Can you explain that?"

"I''"'m happy. No one wanted ne or ny sisters. No one loved us. Well, now !l don't need it. | am of
the Eagle clan, proud and al one."

Cauti ous questioning brought out what it neant to be of the Eagle clan. It was not a tribe or
association, as April had seened to inply; rather, it was a species within the genus angel

Eagl es were loners, solitary frombirth to death. They did not cone together even to mate, could
suffer each other's conpany for only mnutes at a tinme, and then only while cruising at a
confortabl e distance. April had heard of the humans' presence in the spoke through such a passing
conver sati on.

"There are two things | don't understand,"” Crocco said, carefully. "May | ask?"

"I don't prom se to answer."

"Al'l right. Howis it there are nore angels, if you don't cone together?"

"There is a non-sentient creature born at the bottomof the world. It spends its life clinbing to
the top. Once a year | find one and inplant an egg on its back. Ml e angels deposit spermon it or
not, as chance has it. A fertilized egg goes to the top with the creature. The infant is brn as
the host dies. W are born into the air and nust learn to fly on the way down. Sonme don't. It is
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at the will of Gaea. This is our-"

"Just a minute. You said Gaea. Wy did you choose that nane?"

There was a pause.

"I don't understand the question."

"I can't make it plainer. Calvin named this place Caea. He thought it fit well. Are you into G eek
myt hol ogy, too?,

"I never beard the nane before. Gaea is what the people call this creature. She's sort of a God,
t hough not exactly. You're making ny head hurt. |1'mhappy as | am and | nust go now. "

"Wait, wait just a mnute."

April was edging toward the top of the tree.

"You said 'creature.' Are you tal king about this thing in the spoke?"

April |ooked surprised. "Wiy, no. This is only a part of her. The whole world is Gaea. | thought
you knew t hat."

"No, |I-wait, please don't go." It was too late. They heard the beating of her wings. "WIIl you
come back later?" Cirocco shouted.

"Once nore," cane the distant reply.

"One being, you say. All one creature. How do you know this?"

April had returned in only an hour this tine. Cirocco hoped she was getting used to conpany again
but she still would approach no closer than twenty neters.

"Believe it. Sone of ny people have talked with her." "She's intelligent, then?"

"Way not? Listen ... Captain." She held her temples for a noment. Cirocco could inagine the
conflicts. April had been one of the finest physicists in the system Now she lived as a fierce
wild animal, according to a code barely conprehensible to G rocco. She thought the old April m ght
he struggling to get through the creature she had becone.

"Cirocco, you say you speak to . . . to those ontherim" It was as close as she could cone to
the concept of Titanides with- out fleeing. "They understand you. Calvin can speak to the
floaters. The changes Gaea worked on ne are nore conplete. | amone of ny people. | awoke know ng

how t o behave anong them | have the sane feelings and drives as any other angel. This is one
thing I know. Gaea is one. Gaea is alive. We live inside her."

Gaby was | ooking a bit green. "Just |ook around you," April went on. "What have you seen that

| ooks like a machine? Anything at all? W were seized by a living beast; you postulate a creature
under the rim The spoke is filled with a huge living thing; you decide it is a coating over the
framewor k beneath."

"What you say is intriguing."

"More than that. It's true."'/

"If I accept that, I won't find a control roomin the hub."

"But you'll be where she lives. She sits |like a spider and pulls strings |ike a puppet naster. She
wat ches over all her creatures, and she owns the two of you as surely as she owns ne. She has
tanpered with us for her own purposes.”

"And what are they?"

April shrugged, a hunman gesture that hurt Cirocco to watch. "She would not tell me. | went to the
hub, but she refused to see me. My people say that one nust be on a great nission to gain Gaea's
ear. Apparently mne was not great enough."

"And what woul d you have asked her?"

April was quiet for a very long tine. Crocco realized she was crying. She |ooked up at them

agai n.

"You hurt me. | think | won't talk to you any nore."

"Pl ease, April. Please, for the friendship we had."

"Did we? Did we really? | can't renmenber it. | renenber only ne and August, and |ong ago, mny other

sisters. W have al ways been alone with each other. Now | am al one, al one.”

"Do you m ss then®"

"I did," she said, enptily. "That was long ago. | fly, fly to be alone. Solitude is the world of
the Eagle clan. | know that is right, but before . -before, when | still yearned for ny sisters
Cirocco held very still, afraid of frightening her away.

"We band together only at one tinme," she said, with a quiet sigh. "Wen Gaea takes her breath,
after the winter, then blows us over the lands ..

"I flewwith the wind that day. It was a fine day. W killed many because ny people listened to ne
and rode the great floater. The four-legs were surprised because the breath was over; we few had
remained mthe floater, tired and hungry, but with the lust still in our blood, still able to work
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t oget her.

"It was a day for the singing of great songs. My people followed ne-nel--did what | told them and
I knew in ny heart that the four-legs would soon be wi ped out in Gaea. This was but the first
skirm sh in the new war

"Then | saw August and ny mind left ne. | wanted to kill her, | wanted to fly fromher, | wanted
to enbrace her and weep with her

"I flew "Now | dread the breath of Gaea, for soneday it will take me down to slaughter my sister
and then | will die. I amAriel the Swift, but enough of April Polo remains in ne that | could not
live with such a ~."

Crocco was noved, but could not help being excited. April sounded as if she was inportant in the
angel community. Surely they would listen to her.

"I't happens that | amup here to nake peace," she said. "Don't go! Please don't go."

April trenbled, but stood her ground. "Peace is inpossible."

"I can't believe that. Many of the Titanides are sick in their hearts, as you are."

April shook her head. "Does a | anb negotiate with a lion? A bat with an insect, a bird with a

wor nf"

"You' re tal ki ng about predators and prey."

"Natural enemies. It's printed in our genes, killing the four- legs. | can ... as April, | can see
what you're thinking. Peace should he possible. W have to fly inpossible distances just to do
battle. Many of us do not make it back. The clinmb is too hard, and we fall into the sea."

G rocco shook her head. ',l just think if | could get some representatives together "

"l tell you, it's inpossible. W are Eagles. You cannot even get us to act as a group, nuch |ess
meet with the four-legs. There are other clans, some of them sociable, but they don't live in this
spoke. Perhaps you woul d have luck there, but | doubt it."

The three of themwere silent for a tine. Crocco felt heavy with defeat, and Gaby put her hand on
her shoul der.

"What do you think? Is she telling the truth?"

"l suspect she is. It sounds just |ike what Meistersinger told me. They have no control over it."
She | ooked up, and spoke to April.

"You were saying that you tried to see Gaea. VWy?"

"For peace. | wanted to ask her why the war had to be. I'mquite happy, but for that. She did not
hear ny call."

O she doesn't exist, Crocco thought.

"WIIl you still go seek her?" April asked.

"I don't know. \Wat's the point? Wiy would this super- human being stop a way just because | ask
her to?"

"There are worse things to do in W than to have a quest to fulfill. If you turned back now, what
woul d you do?"

"l don't know that, either."

"You've cone a |long way. You nust have overcone great

difficulties. My people say Gaea |likes a good story, and she likes great heroes. Are you a hero?"
She t hought of Gene spinning down into the bl ackness, of Panpipe n~ to his doom of the nudfish
beari ng down on her. Surely a hero would have done better than that.

"She is," Gaby said, suddenly. "Of all of us, only Rocky has held to her purpose. W'd still be
sitting in nmud shacks if she hadn't pushed us. She kept us noving toward a goal. W nay not reach

it, but when that rescue ship conmes, I'Il bet they find us still trying."
Cirocco was enbarrassed, but strangely noved. She had been fighting a sense of failure since the
capture; it didn't hurt to know soneone thought she was doing well. But a hero? No, not hardly.

She had only done what had to be done.

"I think Gaea will be inpressed,” April said. "Go to her. Stand in her hub and shout. Do not
grovel or beg. Tell her you have a right to sone answers, for all of us. She will listen."
"Cone with us, April."

The angel -wonman edged away.

"My name is Ariel the Swift. | go with no one, and no one goes with ne. | will never see you
again." She dived once nore, and Cirocco knew she woul d keep her word.

She | ooked at Gaby, who rolled her eyes upward with a slight twi st of her nouth.

"Up?"

"Way the hell not? There are a fewthings I'd like to ask."
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CHAPTERTVENTY- THREE

"I"'mnot a hero, you know. "

"Al'l right, heroine."

Crocco chuckl ed. They were bedded down mthe |ast day of their fourteenth winter together, their
ei ghth nonth in the spoke. There were now only ten kilonmeters separating themfromthe hub. They
could do it in their sleep, as soon as the thaw started.

"Not even that. If there's a heroine here, it has to be you." Gaby shook her head.

"I'"ve hel ped out. This probably would have been a | ot harder for you if | hadn't been here."
Cirocco squeezed her hand.

"But |'ve just tagged along. |'ve hel ped you out of sone nesses, but | don't qualify as a hero. A
hero woul dn't have tried to throw Gene over the side with no parachute. You woul d have nade it
here by yourself. | wouldn't have."

They were silent, each with her own thoughts.

Cirocco was not sure what Gaby said was true. Part of it was accurate, though she would never
agree with it out loud. Gaby could not have brought themthis far. She was not a | eader.

But am|? She wondered. She had certainly tried hard enough to he one. Could she have nmade it
al one? She doubted it.

"It's been fun, hasn't it?" Gaby asked, quietly.

Cirocco was genuinely surprised. Was it possible to call eight nonths, struggle fun?

"I don't think that's the word | would have used."” "No, you're right. But you know what | nean."
Qddl y enough, she did. She was at |ast able to understand the depression that had pl agued her
during the last weeks. The trip would soon be over. They woul d di scover the neans to return to
Earth, or they would not.

"I don't want to go back to Earth," Cirocco said. "Me either.”

"But we can't just turn back." "You know best."

"No, |I'mjust stubborn. But we do have to go on. | owe it to April and Gene-and the rest of us,
too-to find out what's been done to us, and why."

"Get out those swords, will you?"

"You expecting trouble?"

"Nothing that a sword would cure. I'd just feel better with it in my hand. |'m supposed to be a
hero, right?"

Gaby didn't argue. She went down on one knee and rumaged through the extra pack, came up with the
short swords and tossed one to Cirocco.

They were standing near the top of what had to be the | ast staircase. Like the one they had
clinbed at the bottom of the spoke, it nade a spiral around the cable, which they had re-

di scovered at the top of a long, bare incline that narked the nmargin between the forest and the
upper spoke valve. Cinbing the slope had been pick, rope, and piton work, occupying themfor two
arduous days.

Wth no lamp oil remaining, the clinb up the stairs had been done in total darkness, one step at a
time. It had passed wi thout incident until Crocco had discerned a faint, red glowin front of
them Suddenly she had felt the need of a sword in her hand.

it was a fine weapon, though the hilt was too large. It weighed nothing at all this high in Gaea
She struck a match and touched the figure of a Titanide chased into the flat of the bl ade.

"You |l ook like a Frazetta oil," Gaby said. She | ooked down at herself. She was ragged, wrapped in
the tatters of her fine clothing. Her skin was pale where it was clean enough to see. She had | ost
wei ght; what was left was hard and wiry. Her feet and hands were tough as | eather

"And | always wanted to be one of those Maxfield Parrish girls. So much nore | ady-1like."

She shook the match out and |lit another. Gaby was still |ooking at her. Her eyes glowed in the
yellow light. G rocco suddenly felt very good. She sniled, then | aughed quietly, reached out and
put her hand on Gaby's shoul der. Gaby returned the gesture, a half-snmle on her face.

"Do you ... have sone kind of feeling about this?" Gaby gestured with her sword toward the top of
the stairs.

"Maybe | do." She |aughed again, and then shrugged. "Nothing specific. W ought to be on our
toes."

Gaby said "not" but w ped her palmon her thigh before settling her fingers firmy around her
sword hilt. Then she | aughed.
"I don't know how to use this.
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"Just act as if you do. When we get to the top of the stairs, |leave all the gear behind."
"You sure?"

"I don't want the extra nmass.
"The hub's a big place, Rocky. It mght take a while to search it.
"I've got a feeling it won't be long. Not long at all."

She bl ew out the second match. They waited until their eyes had adjusted, until they could see the
faint gl ow fromabove. Then they wal ked, side by side, up the | ast hundred steps.

They ascended into a pulsing red night.
The only light cane fromthe | aser-straight line overhead. The ceiling was lost in gloom To their
left, a cable | oonmed, a black shadow in the blacker air.

The walls, the floor, and the air itself reverberated with the rhythm of a sl ow heartbeat. They
faced into a cold, thin wind, blowing fromthe unseen entrance to the Cceanus spoke.

"I't's going to he tough to nose around," Gaby whispered. "I can only see about twenty neters of
floor."

G rocco said nothing. She shook her head to clear the odd, heavy feeling that had come over her
then fought off an attack of dizziness. She wanted to sit down, she wanted to turn back. She was
afraid, and did not dare give into it.

She held up her sword and saw it shinmmer |ike a pool of blood. She took one step forward, then
anot her. Gaby kept pace, and- they wal ked into the darkness.

Her teeth hurt. She realized she had been biting down hard, jaw nuscles knotted. She stopped, and
shout ed.
"I'"'m herel!
After long seconds an echo returned, then a series of themtrailing into oblivion
She hel d her sword above her head and shouted again.

"I'"'mhere! | am Captain Cirocco Jones, conmmander of the DSY Ri ngmaster, comm ssioned by the United
States of America, the National Aeronautics and Space Administration, and the United Nations of
Earth. | would like to speak with you! "

it seenmed |like ages before the echoes died away. Wen they were gone, there was no~ but the sl ow
pul sing of the nonstrous heart. They stood back to back, swords ready, |ooking into the darkness.
Cirocco felt a surge of anger flow through her, erasing the last traces of fear. She brandi shed
her sword and screaned into the night as tears ran down her cheeks.

"I demand to see you . My friend and | have come through many hardshi ps to stand here before you
The ground coughed us forth naked into this world. We have fought our way to the top of it. W
have been treated cruelly, tossed about at whinms we do not understand. Your hand has reached into
our souls and tried to take our dignity, and we remai n unbowed. | challenge you to cone forth and
answer to ne! Answer for what you have done, or | will devote ny life to destroying you utterly.
do not fear you! | amready to fight! "

She had no i dea how | ong Gaby had been tuggi ng her sleeve. She | ooked down, having trouble
focusing. Gaby | ooked frightened, but stood staunchly at her side.

"Maybe," she said, timdly, "uh, nmaybe she doesn't speak English."

So Cirocco sang her challenge again in Titanide. She used the high declamatory node, the one
reserved for the telling of tales. The hard, dark walls threw her song back until the black hub
rang wi th her defiant nusic.

The floor began to shake.

“reeeeer oo "

It was a single note, an English word, a hurricane of speech

"Heecceecear "

Crocco fell to her hands and knees, |ooking dunbly at Gaby huggi ng the floor beside her
"Yooooooooouu ... "

The word echoed for nmany minutes, gradually trailing into the far-off bass nuttering of an air-
raid siren wi nding down. The floor steadied, and Cirocco |ifted her head.

VWhite |ight blinded her

Shi el ding her eyes with her forearm she squinted into the glare. A curtain was being drawn from
one of the walls. The curtain reached fromthe floor to the ceiling, five kiloneters high. Behind
it was a crystal staircase. It sparkled cruelly as it ascended into |light so intense Crocc could
not look at it.

Gaby was tugging at her sleeve again.

"Let's get out of here,"” she whispered, urgently. "No. | cane to talk to her."

She forced herself to put her palns flat to the floor and push herself up. Getting to her feet was
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easy; staying there was another matter. She would have |iked nothing better than to do as Gaby
suggested. Her bravado now seened like a fit of intoxication

But she began to walk toward the |ight.

The opening was 200 neters wi de, flanked by crystalline colums that had to be the upper ends of
support cabl es. Looking up, she could see them unwi nd, each strand twi sting through a conpl ex
pattern until it joined a basket-weave that covered the distant roof. Here was the uni nagi nably
strong anchor that hel d Gaea together.

She frowned. One of the strands was broken. Upon cl oser examination, the whole ceiling | ooked |ike
a sweater a kitten had played with, full of snarls and ravels.

it made her feel better to look at it. Mghty as Gaea was, she had seen better days.

They reached the bottomriser of the staircase and stepped onto it. it emtted a | ow organ note
that lingered while they clinbed. The seventh step raised the pitch one half tone, and the
thirteenth step sharped it again. They proceeded slowy through the chromatic scale, and when the
first octave was reached, harnoni es began to creep in.

Wth no warning, orange flanmes roared on each side of them The wonen literally junped two neters
into the air before the |ow gravity brought themto a stop

Finally, gratefully, Cirocco began to get angry again. Awesone it was-a knee-knocking, teeth-
chattering display of raw power that was sure to make the bravest grovel. Yet it had the opposite
effect on Cirocco. God or no God, it had been a cheap trick, calculated to play on nerves already
scraped raw. As such, she thought it in the same | eague with the novelty pal mbuzzer.

"P.T. Barnum had nothing on this girl," Gaby said, and Crocco |oved her for it. Showranshi p,
that's what it was. Wat kind of a God would need it?
The flames died, only to leap twice as high, licking the ceiling to make a tunnel of yellow and

orange. They kept wal ki ng.

Ahead were towering gates of copper and gold. They swung open wi thout a sound and cl anged shut
behi nd t hem

The music rose to a naddened crescendo as they approached a |large throne surrounded in light. By
the tinme they reached the broad, marble platformat the top of the stairs it was inpossible to
face the throne. The heat was too intense.

" Speak. "
As the word was uttered-in the same deep tones they had heard outside, and yet with a nore human
sound-the light began to dim Cirocco stole cautious glances, nmade out a tall, w de, human shape

in the fog of light.

"Speak, or return fromwhence you cane." Crocco squinted, saw a round head set on a thick neck
eyes that blazed like coals, thick lips. Gaea was four neters tall, standing erect before her
throne on a two-neter pedestal. Her body was round with a nonstrous belly, huge breasts, arns and
| egs that would have awed a professional westler. She was naked, and the color of green olives.
The pedestal changed shape abruptly, becanme a grassy hill covered with flowers. Gaea's |egs becane
tree trunks, her feet firmy rooted in the dark soil. Small aninmals stood around her while flying
creatures circled her head. She |ooked directly at Cirocco, and her huge brow began to cl oud.

"Uh ... | mean, I'Il speak, I'Il speak." She opened her mouth to do so, wondering where her

ri ght eous anger had gone, when she gl anced at Gaby. She was trenbling, |ooking up at Gaea with
eyes that glittered.

"I was here," she whispered. "I was here."

"Hush," Cirocco hissed jabbing her with an elbow. "W'IIl talk about it later.'
fromher brow, and faced Gaea agai n.

"Ch Great--" No! Don't grovel, April said. She likes heroes, April said. Please, April, please be
right.

"We came ... uh, ne and six others cane from... we canme fromthe planet Earth, quite some ... |
don't really know how | ong . " She stopped, and knew she woul d never get any- thing out in
Engl i sh. She took a deep breath, strai ghtened her shoul ders, and began to sing.

She wi ped sweat

"W canme in peace, | know not how | ong ago. W were a tiny crew, by your reckoning, and presented
no threat to you. W were unarned. And yet we were attacked. Qur ship was destroyed before we had
a chance to explain our intentions. W were confined against our will, in conditions injurious to

our mnds, unable to conmunicate with each other or our conrades on Earth. Changes were made in
us. One of ny crew was driven insane as a result of this treatnment. Another was near to insanity
at the tine | left her. Athird no | onger desires the conpany of his fellow humans, and a fourth
has | ost nmuch of his nenory. Yet another has been changed beyond all recognition; she no |onger
knows her sister, whom she once | oved.

"Al'l these things are nonstrous to us. | feel we have been wonged, and deserve an expl anation. W
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have been treated badly, and deserve justice."

She sagged a little, happy to have gotten it all out. \What happened next was out of her hands. She
was through kidding her- self; she could not fight this thing.

Gaea's frown deepened.

"I amnot a signatory of the Geneva Accords."

Cirocco's nouth fell open. She didn't know what she had expected to hear, but it certainly wasn't
t hat .

"What are you then?" It cane out before she could stop it.

"l am Gaea, the great and wise. | amthe world, | amthe truth, | amthe law, | am'

"You're the whole planet, then? April was telling the truth?" Maybe it wasn't wise to interrupt a
Goddess, but Cirocco was feeling like Aiver Twi st asking for nore gruel. She had to fight it
sonehow.

"I wasn't through," Gaea runbled. "But yes, | am | amthe Earth Mother' though | am not of your
Earth. Al life springs fromnme. | amone of a pantheon that reaches to the stars. Call ne a
Titan."

"Then it was you that-"

"Enough. | listen only to heroes. You spoke of great deeds when you sang your song. Speak of them
now, or |eave nme forever. Sing to ne of your adventures."

"But I---"

"Sing to ne!" Gaea thundered. She sang. The story took several hours because, though C rocco
wanted to condense it, Gaea insisted on detail. Crocco began warmng to the task. The Titanide

| anguage was well suited to it; as long as she stayed in declamatory node it was inmpossible to,
sing in awkward phrase. By the tinme she was finished she was feeling proud, and a bit nore

confi dent.

Gaea seened to be pondering it. G rocco shifted nervously. Her feet hurt, which proves, she

t hought, that you can get bored by anything.

At | ast Gaea spoke again.

"It was a good tale," she said. "Better than | have heard in nany an age. You are truly heroic. |
will speak with you both in ny chanbers.”

Wth that, she vanished. There was only a flane which flickered for a few mnutes, then died away.
They | ooked around them They were in a | arge doned room Behind themthe stairs, unlighted now,
reached down to the dark hub interior. Corroded nozzles lined the staircase, smoking fitfully,
giving off the sharp pings of cooling nmetal. The snell of burnt rubber hung in the air.

The marbl e floor was cracked and di scolored, covered with a filmof dust that clearly showed their
footprints. The place | ooked |ike a seedy opera house when the house |lights cone up and bani sh
illusion.

"I'"ve seen sonme screwy things since we got here," Gaby said, "but this takes it. \Were do we go
now? "

Crocco pointed silently to a small door set into the wan on their left. It was ajar, and |ight
was shining through the crack

Cirocco pushed it open, |ooked around with a growi ng sense of recognition, then stepped in.

They entered a large roomwith a four-nmeter ceiling. The floor was conposed of mlky glass
rectangl es. Light shone through frombelow The walls were paneled in bei ge painted wood and hung
with gilt-framed oil paintings. The furnishings were Louis XV

"Deja vu, eh?" said a voice fromthe far end of the room It was a short, dunpy woman in a

shapel ess sack dress. She |l ooked |ike Gaea in the same way a carved bar of soap mght resenble
M chel angelo's "Pieta."

"Sit down, sit down," she said, jovially. "W don't stand on cerenbny in here. You've seen the
razzl e-dazzle here's the bitter reality.

"Can | get you something to drink?"

CHAPTER TWVENTY- FOUR

Cirocco had given up on having opinions. "You know what ?" she asked, feeling nore than a little
giddy. "If sonmebody said right now that R ngrmaster had never left Earth orbit, that this whole

t hi ng had been staged in a Hollywod backlot, | don't think |I'd bat an eye."

"A perfectly natural reaction," Gaea soothed. She was waddling around the room getting a glass of
wi ne for Gaby and a doubl e shot of Scotch on the rocks for Cirocco, straightening paintings,
brushi ng dust fromtables with the ragged hem of her skirt.
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Gaea was short and squat, built like a barrel. Her skin was weat hered and brown. She had a nose
like a potato. But there were laugh Iines at the corners of her eyes and her sensuous nouth.
Cirocco tried to place the face, giving her mind sonething to do while she studiously avoi ded
maki ng theories. WC. Fields? No, only the nose qualified for the role. Then she had it. CGaea

| ooked a lot |ike Charles Laughton in The Private Life of Henry VIII

Gaby and Cirocco sat on opposite ends of a slightly frayed couch. Gaea put a glass on the end
tabl e beside, each of them then huffed across the roomto hoist heir bulk into a high-backed
chair. She wheezed, and | aced her fingers in her |ap

"Ask me anything," she said, and | eaned forward expectantly. Cirocco and Gaby | ooked at each
other, then back at Gaea. There was a short silence.

"You speak English," Cirocco said.

"That's not a question.”

"How do you speak English? Where did you learn it?"

"I watch television."

Crocco knew what she wanted to ask next, but didn't know if she shoul d. Suppose this creature was
the Iast remant of the builders of Gaea? She had seen no proof that Gaea was actually one
organi sm as April had said it was, but it was possible this person thought she was a CGoddess.
"What about all that ... that show outsider" Gaby asked.

Gaea dismssed it with a wave

"Al'l done with mirrors, dear. Mere sleight-of-hand." She glanced at her |ap, then | ooked sheepish
"I wanted to scare you off if you weren't real hero material. | gave it ny best shot. | thought at
this stage it would be easier for us to relate in here. Confortable surroundings, food and dri nk-
woul d you like sonething to cat? Coffee? Cocaine?

"No, I'd ... did you say ... "
"Did you say coffee? "
" cocai ne?"

Cirocco's nose was tingling but she felt nore alert and |l ess afraid than she had since they
entered the hub. She settled back on the couch and | ooked into the eyes of the creature who call ed
hersel f Gaea.

"Mrrors, you said. What are you, then?" CGaea's smile broadened.

"To the heart of the matter, eh? Good. | |ike directness." She pursed her lips and seened to

consi der the question.

"Do you nmean what is this, or what aml|.’

She put her hands just above her enornous breasts, then

didn't wait for in answer. "I amthree kinds of life. There is ny body itself, which is the

envi ronnent you have been noving through. There are ny creatures, such as Titani des, who belong to
me but are not controlled by ne. And there are nmy tools, separated fromnme, but part of ne. | have
certain powers of the mind-which were helpful in the illusions you just saw, incidentally. Call it
hypnoti sm and tel epathy, though it is neither. "

"l amable to construct creatures that are extensions of my will. This one is eighty years old,
the only one of her kind. | also have other sorts. They built this roomand the stairway outside,
nmostly fromplans | stole fromnovies. |'ma big fan of novies, and | understand you---"

"Yes, but getting-"

"I know, | know," Gaea soothed. "I wander. This is a damm nui sance, you see. | have to talk to you
this way. When | said 'l hear you' earlier ... well, | was using the upper Cceanus valve as a

larynx, forcing air fromthe spoke. It plays hell with the weather. those three words sent snow
al |l over Hyperion.

"But letting you see this body makes you want to believe sonething else. Nanely, that |'ma dizzy
old wonan, all alone up here."

She | ooked narrowy at Cirocco.

"You still suspect that, don't you?"

"I ... | don't know what to think. Even if | believe you, | still don't know what you are."

"l ama Titan. You want to know what a Titan is." She |eaned back in her chair and her gaze becane
di stant.

"What | really amis lost in the past. "W are old, that much is clear. W were constructed, not
evolved. W live for 3,000,000 years, and have been around for over a thousand of our generations.
In that tinme we have changed, though not through evol utionary processes as you understand them
"Much of our history is |lost now W do not know what race built us, nor for what purpose. Suffice
it to say that our creators built well. They are gone, but we are still here. Perhaps their
descendants still live within me, but if so, they have forgotten their former greatness. | listen
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to nessages fromny sisters spread through this galaxy, and no one speaks of the builders."

She cl osed her eyes for a monment, then opened them again, waiting.

"All right," Crocco said. "You left out a ot of details. How did you get here ? Wiy is there
only one of you? You listen to the radio; do you talk over it, too? And if so, why haven't you
contacted the Earth before this?

Gaea held up a hand and chuckled. "One at a tine, please. You're making a | ot of assunptions.
"What makes you think I'ma visitor? | was born in this system just like you. My hone is Rhea. On
| apetus ny daughter is at this nmonent approaching maturity. There is a family of Titans circling
Uranus. They make up the invisible rings. They're all smaller than |; I'"'mthe largest Titan is
thi s nei ghborhood. "

"l apetus?" Gaby said. "One of the reasons we--"

"Rest easy; | shall explain, and save you a trip. W cannot travel between the stars. W can't
move at all except for minor orbital adjustnent. | release eggs frommy rim where they already
have a respectable velocity because of my rotation. | aimthem as best | can but over these

di stances hitting the target is problematic, since the eggs have no gui dance once | aunched. "
"When they fall on a suitable world-lapetus is perfect: no air, rocky, plenty of sunlight, not too
| arge and not too snall-they take root. In 50,000 years the infant Titan is ready to be born. At
that stage, she has covered an entire hem sphere of the birthing body. That's how | apetus | ocked
seventy-five years ago; one side was significantly brighter than the other

"The Titan infant then contracts until she is a thick band that circles the world frompole to
pole. That is what |apetus has becone. My daughter has del ved deep. She has reached to the core to
find the el enents she needs for viability. I'"'mafraid that |apetus had been quite | ooted by now,
my grandnot her, and her nother before her, all used that one noon

"My daughter is engaged in synthesizing the fuels she will need to break free of |apetus. That
shoul d happen in five or six years. Wen she is ready-and not a day before, because once horn she

will contain all the mass she will ever have---.she will blast herself into space. It's likely
that lapetus will split in the process, like the one that eventually became the Rings. Then--"
"You' re saying Titans are responsible for the R ngs?" Gaby asked.

"Didn't | just state it?" Gaea | ooked a bit annoyed, but was quite absorbed in her story.

"That was | ong ago, and you can't hold nme responsible. At any rate, once free ny daughter wl|
kill her present rotation and begin to spin as | do. The part of her that will become her hub is
presently touching the surface of lapetus. In space, this will contract, pulling the spokes out
behind it. She will spin faster, stabilizing, fill herself with air, begin noving nountains inside
her to prepare for -the creatures that will ... well, you get the picture. | ranble when talking
of nmy daughter, |ike any parent, | suppose.”

"No, no, I"'mfascinated," Crocco said. "Your daughter will have Titanides and angels and blinps
i nsi de her?

Gaea chuckl ed. "Not Titanides, | suspect. |If she fancies themshe'll have to invent them herself,
like | did."

G rocco shook her head. "You've |left nme behind."

"Si npl e enough. Most of ny species are descendants of creatures Titans sheltered when we were
created. Each egg | release contains the seeds of a mllion species, such as the electronic
plants. | don't think my builders cared nuch for nachi nes. They grew everything they needed, from
clothing to houses to circuit.

"The Titanides and angels are different. You wondered, before you got used to them how it was

possible for themto | ook so human. The answer is sinple. | used hunans as a nodel. Titanides were
easy, but angels ... the headaches! Your storytellers were nmuch nore fanciful than practical. The

wi ngspread had to be trenendous to get themoff the ground, even with ny low gravity and high air

pressure. |'lIl adnmit they don't look like the Biblical nodel, but they work! The basic problem

you see, was--"

"You made them yourself," G rocco said. "Everything about them fromscratch."

"l just said that, didn't 1? | designed the DNA. It's no nore difficult for me than making a clay
nmodel is for you."

"Everything about themis your design. And you got the basic ideas over the radi o, which neans
they couldn't be very old as a culture. W haven't been broadcasting very long by your standards."
"Less than a century, for the Titanides. The angels are younger than that."

"Then . . . then you are a God. | don't want to get theol ogical here, but | think you know what |
mean. "
"For all practical purposes, here in ny little corner of the universe ... yes, | am" She fol ded

her hands and | ooked snug.
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Cirocco | ooked longingly at the door. It would be so nice to go through it and try to forget this
ever happened.

What did it matter if this person was an insane survivor of the builders? Crocco asked herself.
She had control of the world they called Gaea. It nmade no difference if she was in fact identica
toit; she was the ultinmate power, either way.

And oddly enough, Cirocco found herself Iiking her in her unguarded nonents, until she recalled
what had brought her to the hub in the first place.

"There are two things | want to ask you," Cirocco said, as firnmly as she dared.

Gaea sat up alertly.

"Pl ease, go ahead. There happen to be two things | want to ask you, as well."

"I ... you? Ask nme?" The idea was conpl etely unexpected. Cirocco was nervous enough at the idea of
bringing up Ringnaster. She knew she and her crew had been wonged, but how do you say that to a
Goddess? Cirocco w shed she had even a thousandth of the bravado that had enabled her to stand in
the hub and shout curses to the enpty air. "What could | possibly do for you? "

Gaea smil ed.

"You m ght be surprised."

Crocco glanced at Gaby, who wi dened her eyes slightly and surreptitiously crossed her fingers.

"The first ... ah, the first concerns the Titanides." Dam it, that was supposed to he nunber two.
But it wouldn't hurt to test the water
"A Titani de called Meistersinger ..... " She sang his nane, then went on. "He asked ne to ... if

| ever got so far as to see you, to ask why they nust be at war."

Gaea frowned, but in confusion nore than anger. "Surely you have deduced that."

"Wel |, yes, | did. Aggression against angels is built into them It's an instinct, and the reverse
is true for the angels."

"That's precisely correct.”

"And since you designed them you nust have had a reason ..
Gaea | ooked surprised.

"Well, of course. | wanted to have a war. |'d never heard of themuntil | began watching your
tel evision prograns. You people seened to |ike themso much, holding one every few years, that |
thought I'd give it a try."

Crocco could think of nothing to say for a very long tinme. She realized her nouth was open
"You're serious, aren't you?"

"Uterly."

"l don't know quite how to put this."

Gaea sighed. "I wi sh you wouldn't be afraid of me. | assure you, you are in no danger fromne."
Gaby | eaned forward. "How can we know that? You ..... " She stopped hersel f, and gl anced at
Cirocco.

"l destroyed your ship. That's itemtwo on the agenda, |'msure. There are many things you don't

know about that. Wuld you |ike some nore coffee?"

"Not now, thank you," Cirocco said, hastily. "Gaea, or your holiness, or whatever |'m supposed to
call you-"

"Caea is fine."

"-we don't like war. | don't, and | don't think any sane person does. Surely you've seen anti-war
novi es, too."

She frowned, and chewed on a knuckl e.

"Of course | have. But they were in the mnority, and even then, they were popul ar. They contai ned
nore bl oodshed than nost of the pro-war novies. You say you don't |ike war, but why are you so
fascinated by it?"

"I don't know the answer to that. Al | knowis | hate war, and the Titanides hate it, too. They
would like to see it stopped. That's what | came here to ask you."

"No war?" She peered at Cirocco suspiciously.

"No. "

"Not even a skirm sh now and then?"

"Not even that. "

Gaea' s shoul ders sl unped, then heaved in a great sigh. "Very well," she said. "Consider it done.
"I hope it wouldn't be too much trouble,"” G rocco went on. "I don't know how you go about--"
"I't's done[" The roomwas lit by a flash of lightning that nade a crown around Gaea's head. The
t hundercl ap brought Gaby and Cirocco to their feet. Gaby had her sword half out of its scabbard,
standi ng between Cirocco and Gaea.

Several unconfortabl e seconds passed.

"I didn't nean to do that," Gaea said, her hands fluttering nervously. "It was just . . . well,
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sonet hi ng of a di sappoi ntnent." She sighed, and notioned themto their seats.

"I should have said it's being done," she el aborated, when things had cal ned down. "I'mrecalling
all the angels and Titanides. The re-progranming will take a while."

"' Re- program ng?" " Cirocco asked, suspiciously.

"No one will be hurt, nmy dear. The ground will swallow themup. They'll energe after a tine, free

of the conpul sion. Satisfied?"

C rocco wondered what the alternative was, but nodded her head.

"Very good. Now to the other matter. Your ship. "I didn't do it."

She held up her hand, waited until she was sure Cirocco would not interrupt her, then went on

"I know | told you | was the whole world, that | am Gaea. That was conpletely true at one tine.
Now it is less so. Bear in nmind that 1'm 3,001, 266 years ol d." She paused, and rai sed one eyebrow.

"Three million ... " Cirocco's eyes narrowed. "That's what you said your |life span was."
"Correct. | amold by nmy own standards, not just yours. You've seen it on the rimand in the hub
My deserts are drier and ny wastel ands deeper in ice than they have ever been, and | can do

not hing about it. | doubt that I'lIl |ive another 100,000 years. "

Suddenly Cirocco | aughed. Gaby | ooked startled and Gaea nerely sat politely, her head cocked to
one side, until Crocco got it under control

"Pardon me," Cirocco said, still gasping, "but sonmehow, | find it hard to be properly synpatheti c.
Only 100, 000 years!" She |laughed again, and this tine Gaea joined in.

"You're right," she said. "There's still plenty of time to send flowers. | could outlive your
whol e race.” She cleared her throat. "But back to what | was saying. |'mdying. | am

mal functioning in thousands of ways---still holding together, mnd you, but not what | once was.
"Think of a dinosaur. A brain in its head, another in its runp. Decentralized control over a bul ky
body.

"I work the same way. When | was young ny auxiliary brains worked with ne, as your fingers obey
you. In the last half mllion years that has changed. |'ve lost nuch control over mny outlying
areas. There are twelve separate intelligences on the rim and | amfragnmenting into two
personalities even at my central nerve nexus, in the hub

"In away, it's like the Greek theogony I've grown so fond of. My children tend to be unruly,
willful, antagonistic. | fight themconstantly. There are good | ands and bad | ands down there.
Hyperion is one of the good ones. She and | get along well.

"Rhea is tenperamental and quite mad, but at least | can often wheedl e her into doing the right
t hi ng.

"But Cceanus is the worst. He and | do not speak any nore. What | do in Cceanus | do by

m sdirection, by deceit, by cunning.

"I't was Cceanus that snared your ship."

CHAPTER TVENTY- FI VE

Cceanus brooded for 10,000 years while he felt Gaea's grip grow weaker. There was still a chance
she coul d wi pe out the buddi ng i ndependence he conceal ed so carefully. Its grievances festered.
Why nmust he be in the dark? He, the mightiest of oceans, eternally covered with ice. The life that
struggl ed on the bl eak ground above himwas stunted. Many of his children would die in the ful
Iight of day. What was so good about Hyperion that he should be so lush and fair?

Quietly, a few neters a day, he extended a nerve beneath the ground until he could speak directly
to Rhea. He recogni zed the seeds of insanity in her, and began casting his eyes to the west for an
ally.

Mhenosyne was no good. She was desol ate, physically and enptionally, nourning the passing of her
lush forests. Try as he might to kindle resentnent agai nst Gaea, COceanus could not penetrate the
dept hs of Mienpsyne's depression. He tunnel ed on

Beyond Mhenosyne was the night region of Cronus. Gaea's grip was strong here the satellite brain
that held sway over the territory was a tool of the overm nd, and had not as yet devel oped a
personality of his own.

Cceanus kept noving west. Wthout realizing it, he was |laying a conmuni cati ons net that woul d
unite the six rebellious |ands.

He found his strongest ally in lapetus. If only he had been closer, they night have overthrown
Gaea. But the tactics they inmagi ned depended on cl ose physical cooperation, so he and | apetus
could only plot together. He was forced to fall back on his alliance with Rhea.

He nade his nove around the tine the pyram ds were being built on Earth. Wthout warning, he
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stopped the flow of cool fluids passing through his i mense body and through the support cables he
controlled. At the far eastern end of the sea that dominated his frozen | andscape, he had contro
of two river punps.-huge three-chanbered nmuscles that lifted the waters of Ophion into western
Hyperi on. He stopped their nmassive beating. To the east, Rhea did the sane with the five punps
that rai sed water over her eastern nmountain ranges, while speeding the operation of her punps near
Hyperion. Shut off fromwest and sucked dry fromthe cast, Hyperion began to wther

In a few days, Ophion ceased to flow.

"I got all this second-hand from Rhea," Gaea said. "I had known |I was |osing control of ny

peri pheral brains, but no one had nmentioned any grievances. | had not inmagined they could exist."
It had grown gradually darker as Gaea told of the rebellion of Oceanus. Mst of the |uninescent
fl oor panels had gone out. Those renmi ning gave off a flickering orange glow The walls of the
roomreceded in the gl oom

"I knew | had to do something. He was about to destroy whol e ecosystens; it night he a thousand
years before | could put them together again."

"What did you do?" Gaby whi spered. Crocco junped; Gaea's quiet voice had nearly mnmesnerized her
She held out her hand, slowy nade a fist that |ooked |like a | unp of stone.

"l squeezed. "

The vast, circular muscle had been dornmant for 3,000,000 years. It had only one function: to
contract the hub and draw out the spokes behind it, just after the Titan was born. Gaea's network
of cables depended on it. It was the center of her ring the m ghty anchor that held her together.
I't jerked.

G gatonnes of ice and rock leaped into the air. Ten thousand square kil ometers of Cceanus surface
rose like an express elevator. The frozen sea turned to slush, enbedded with ice cubes the size of
city blocks. Al over Gaea, cable strands snapped like rotten rope, raveling, snarling, flailing
the |l and beneath them

The nuscl e rel axed

For one gi ddy nonent wei ghtl essness reigned in Cceanus. Kiloneter-square ice floes drifted |ike
snowf | akes, turning in the hurricane that had begun to bl ow fromthe hub

When Cceanus bottomed out, fifteen cables twanged the deadly nusic of Gaea's revenge. The sonic
energy alone stripped ten neters of topsoil fromthe surrounding regions and hurl ed opposing dust
storns a dozen times around the rimbefore their fury abated.

Li ke a hand squeezing a ball, the nmuscle in the hub contracted and relaxed in a two-day rhythm
that made Gaea vibrate like a plucked rubber band.

She had one nore trick, but she waited until the cataclysmhad flayed Cceanus to the bare rock-
She had only six other ruscles. Now she flexed one of them

The spoke that towered over Cccanus contracted, squeezed to half its nornal dianmeter. Deprived of
water for over a week, the trees were tinder-dry. They fractured, sloughing off their tenuous grip
in Gaea's flesh, and began to fall

On the way down, they began to burn

Cceanus was an i nferno.

"I meant to burn the bastard," Gaea said. 'l neant to cauterize himfor all tinme."

Cirocco coughed, and reached for her forgotten drink. The ice cubes clicked alarnmingly in the

sil ence and near-darkness.

"He was too deep, but | put the fear of God into him" She chuckled quietly. "I burned nyself in
the process--the fire damaged ny | ower valve, and fromthen on |I've blasted himw th hurricanes
and noi se every seventeen days. The sound is not ny Lanment; it's nmy warning. But it was worth it.
He was a very good boy for thousands of years. Make no mi stake, you can't have a dozen Cods
running a world. The G eeks knew what they were tal king about.

"But the catch, you see, is that his fate is linked with nine. He's another part of ny nind, so in
your terms, |'minsane. It will destroy us all, eventually, the good with the bad.

"But he was on his best behavior until you cane along. "I had planned to contact you a few days
before you arrived here. It was my intention to pick you up with Hyperion's external grapples.
assure you | could have done it delicately, not breaking any gl assware.

"Cceanus exploited my weakness. My radi o transm ssion organs are on the rim There were three of
them but one broke down ages ago. The others are in Cceanus and Crius. Crius is nmy ally, but Rhea
and Tet hys managed to destroy his transmitter. Suddenly all my conmunications were in the hands of
Cceanus.

"1 decided not to make the pick-up. Not having been in con- tact with nme, you would surely have
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nmsinterpreted it.
"But Oceanus wanted you for hinself."

The battle raged beneath the surfaces of COceanus and Hyperion. It was fought in the great conduits
that supplied the nutrient fluid known as Gaea's mil k.

Each of the human captives was encapsulated in a protective jelly while their fates were deci ded
Their netabolic rates were slowed. Medically, they were conmatose, unaware of their surroundi ngs.
The weapons of the war were the punps that inpelled nutrients and cool ants through the underworl d.
Great pressure inbal ances were created by both conbatants, so that at one point a geyser of mlKk
broke through in Menpsyne and spurted a hundred neters into the air, to fall on the sands and
fuel a brief spring.

They battled for the better part of a year. Then at |ast, Cceanus knew he was | osing. The prizes
began to flow toward Hyperion under the staggering pressure Gaea built from|apetus, Cronus, and
Mhenosyne.

Cceanus changed his tactics. He reached into the mnds of his captives and woke them up

"I had been afraid all along held do that," CGaea said, as the roomlights threatened to gutter
into oblivion. "He had a link into your brains. It becane inperative for ne to sever that I|ink.
used tactics that | don't think you' d understand. in the process, | |ost one of you. Wen | got
her back, she had been changed.

"He was trying to destroy you all before | got you-your mnds, not your bodies. That woul d have
been easy enough. He fl ooded you with information. He inplanted the whistle speech in one of you,
the songs of the Titanides in two nore. That any of you survived with your sanity is a source of
amazenment to me. "

"Not all of us did," Crocco said.

"No, and I"'msorry. I'Il try to nake it up to you, sonehow. "
Wil e Cirocco was wondering what coul d possibly be done to put things right, Gaby spoke up
"I remenber clinbing a huge stairway," she said. "I passed through gol den gates, and stood at the

feet of God. Then a few hours ago it seenmed like | was in the sane place again. Can you explain
t hat ?"

"I talked to all of you," Gaea said. "In your condition, nentally pliable fromdays of sensory
deprivation, you put your own interpretation onit."

"I don't recall that at all," Cirocco said.

"You bl anked it. Your friend Bill went further, and bl anked nost of his nenories.

"Interview ng you through Hyperion, | decided what nust he done. April was too far indoctrinated
with angel culture and custons. Trying to return her to what she had been woul d have destroyed
her. | transported her to the spoke and |l et her energe to find her own destiny.

"Gene was sick in his mnd. | took himto Rhea, hoping that he would remain separated fromthe
rest of you. | should have destroyed him"

Cirocco sighed.

"No. | et himlive when | could have killed him too."

"You nake nme feel better," Gaea said. "As for the rest of you, it was inperative that you be
returned at once to full consciousness. There was not even time to bring you together. | hoped you

woul d nake your way up here, and in tine, you did. And now you can go hone."

Cirocco | ooked up quickly.

"Yes, the rescue ship is here. It's under the conmand of Captain Wally Svensen, and-
"Wal lyl " Gaby and Cirocco said it sinultaneously.

"A friend? You'll see himsoon. Your friend Bill has been talking to himfor two weeks now " Gaea
| ooked unconfortabl e, and when she spoke again there was a hint of petulance in her voice. "It's a
bit nore than a rescue mssion, actually. "

"I thought it might be. "

"Yes. Captain Svensen is equipped to wage a war with me. He has a | arge nunber of nuclear bonbs,
and his presence out there is making ne nervous. That's one of the things | wanted to ask you.
Coul d you put in a good word? | couldn't possibly be a threat to the Earth, you know. "

Crocco hesitated a noment, and it was Gaea's turn to | ook unconfortable.

"Yes, | think | can straighten it out."
"Thanks so nmuch. He didn't actually say he was going to bonb nme, and when he di scovered there were
survivors from Ri ngmaster that possibility became nore rempte. |'ve picked up some of his scout

ships, and they are in the process of constructing a base canp near Titantown. You can explain to
hi m what happened, as |I'm not sure he believes ne."
Cirocco nodded, and said nothing for a long time, waiting for Gaea to continue. She did not, and
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eventually G rocco had to speak

"How do we know if we can believe all this?"

"l can give you no assurances. | can only ask you to believe the story as | told it."

Cirocco nodded again, and stood up. She tried to nake it casual, but no one had been expecting it.
Gaby | ooked confused, but got to her feet.

"I't's been interesting," Crocco said. "Thanks for the coke."

"Let's don't he hasty," Gaea said, after an astoni shed pause.

"Once | return you to the riml won't be able to speak to you directly."

"You can send nme a postcard."”

"Do | detect a hint of anger?"

"I don't know. Do you?" Suddenly she was angry, and was not sure why. "You're the one in the
position to know. |'myour captive, no matter what you call it."

"That's not quite true."

"I have only your word for that. Only your word for a number of things. You bring ne to a room
straight out of an old film show yourself to me as a dunpy old worman, give nme ny only vice to

i ndulge in. You bring down the lights and tell me a long and unlikely story. What am | supposed to
bel i eve?"

"I'msorry you feel that way."

Crocco shook her head tiredly. "Skip it," she said. "I'mfeeling a little let down, that's all."
Gaby cocked one eyebrow at her, but said nothing. It irritated Cirocco, and it didn't hel p when
Gaea seened interested in the statenent, too

"'Let down'? | can't imagi ne why. You' ve done what you set out to do, against form dable odds.
You' ve stopped a war. And now you're goi ng hone."

"The war bothers nme," Crocco said, slowy.

"I'n what way?"

"I didn't swallow your story. Not all of it, anyway. If you really want me to go to bat for you,
tell me the real reason the Titanides fought the angels for so long, to so little purpose.™

"Practice, " Gaea said, pronptly.

"Say agai n?"

"Practice. | have no enemes, and nothing in ny instinctive behavior to help nme cope with war. |
knew | woul d neet humans soon, and everything |I |earned about you underlined your aggressiveness.
Your news, your films, your books: war, killing, predation, hostility."

"You were getting ready to fight a war with us."

"l was exploring the techniques, in case | had to."

"What did you | earn?"

"That | was terrible at it. | can destroy your ships if they approach closely, but that's all. You
could destroy me in the twinkling of an eye. | have no feel for strategy. My victory over Cceanus
showed all the subtlety of armwestling. As soon as you people, arrived, April revolutionized the
angel attack and Gene was about to introduce new weapons to the Titanides. | could have given them
those weapons, of course. |'ve seen enough cowboy novies to know how a bow and arrow functions."”
"Way didn't you?"

"l hoped they would invent them"

"And why didn't they?"

"They are a new species. They |l ack inventiveness. That's ny fault; | was never high on
originality. | stole the giant sandwormin Menosyne froma novie. There's a giant ape in Phoebe
that 1"'maquite proud of, but it's another imtation. The Titanides |I took from nmythol ogy-their
sexual arrangenents are original with nme, however." She | ooked snug, and Cirocco al nost grinned.

"I can do the bodies, you see, but giving a nmanufactured species a sense of ... well, the sheer
oneriness you humans have ... It's beyond ne."

"So you borrowed a little of it," Cirocco said.

" Pardon me?"

"Don't play innocent. There's one thing--of some inportance to ne and Gaby and August- that you

forgot to nention. |'ve believed you so far, nore or |ess, but here's your chance to convince ne
you've told the truth. Wiy did we becone pregnant? "

Gaea said nothing for what seened a very long tinme. Cirocco was ready to run. After all, Gaea was
still a Goddess it would not do to anger her

"l didit," CGaea said.

"Did you think we'd approve?

"No, | was sure you wouldn't. |I'msorry now, but it's done."

"And un-done."

"I know." She sighed. "The tenptation was just too great. It was a chance to gain a new hybrid---
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one that night incorporate the best of both species. | hoped to re-vitalize ... never nind. | did
it. I"'mnot trying to make excuses. |'mnot proud of it."

"I"'mglad to hear that, anyway. You just don't do that, Gaea. W' re thinking beings, just like
you, and we deserve to be treat ed with nore dignity than that."

"l understand that now," Gaea said, contrite. "lIt's a hard concept to get used to."

Crocco adm tted, grudgingly, that it probably was, after 3,000,000 years of being a Goddess.

"I have a question," Gaby said, suddenly. She had been quiet for a long time, seemngly satisfied
to let Cirocco do the negotiating. "Was this trip really necessary?"

Cirocco waited, having had doubts about that part of the story herself.

"You're right," Gaea admtted. "I could have brought you here directly. Qbviously, since | brought
April nore than hal fway. There woul d have been sone risk with the additional tinme in isolation
but | could have put you back to sleep.”

"Then why didn't you?" Cirocco denanded. Gaea threw up her hands.

"Let's stop kidding each other, shall we? Number one, | don't knowif |I owed it to you. Nunber
two, | was-and still ama bit frightened of you. Not you personally, but humans. You're inclined
to he hasty."

"I won't argue with that."

"You made it up here anyway, didn't you? That's what | wanted to see: if you could do it. And you
shoul d be thanking ne for it, because you had a great tinme."

"I can't imagine how you could think a thing like--"

"We're being honest now, remenber? You're really overjoyed that you' re about to go home now,
aren't you?"

"Well, of course I-"

"Everyt hi ng about you says you're not. You' ve had a goal to achieve-getting up here. Nowit's
over. The best time of your life. Deny that if you can."”

Crocco was nearly speechl ess. "How can you say that? | saw ny lover nearly killed-1 was nearly

killed nyself. Me and Gaby were raped, | went through an abortion, April has been turned into a
nmonst er, August is--"

"You coul d have been raped on Earth. As for the rest of it ... you expected it to be easy? |I'm
sorry about the abortion; | won't do that again. Do you blane ne for the rest of it? "Wll, no, |

think I believe what you-"

"You want to blame nme. It would nake it easier to leave. You find it hard to adnmit that even with
all those things that happened to your friends-none of it your fault-you ve had a great
adventure. ™

"That's the nost-"

"Captain bones, | subnmit to you that you were never really cut out to be a Captain. Ch, you've
done well, just like you do a good job of npbst things you tackle. But you're not a Captain. You
don't enjoy ordering other people around. You |like your independence, you like to go to strange
pl aces and do exciting things. In an earlier age you would have been an adventurer, a soldier of
fortune.”

“I'f 1'd been born a man," Cirocco corrected.

"That's because it's only recently that wonmen have had a crack at adventure on their own. Space
was the only frontier available to you, but it's done by the nunbers, very civilized. It's not
really your cup of tea."

Crocco had given up on trying to stop her. It was all so far-fetched, she decided to let Gaea
ranbl e on.

"No, what you're cut out for is exactly what you've been doing. Scaling the unscal abl e nountain
Comuni ng wi th strange beings. Shaking your fist at the unknown, -spitting in God's eye. You did
all those things. You got hurt along the way; if you keep on that path you'll be hurt nore. You'l
freeze and go hungry and bl eed and fall down from exhaustion. So what do you want? Spend the rest
of your life behind a desk? Go home; it's waiting for you. "

Far down the curved abyss that was Gaea's hub, wind how ed faintly. Sonewhere volunes of air were
bei ng sucked into a vertical chanber 300 kiloneters high, and that chanber was peopl ed by angels.
Crocco | ooked around her, and shivered. To her right, Gaby was smiling. Wat does she know that |
don't know? Cirocco wondered.

"What are you of fering me?"

"A chance at a long life span, with the possibility that it night be quite short. I"'moffering
good friends and evil enenies, eternal day and endl ess night, rousing song and strong w ne,
hardshi ps, victories, despair and glory. I"'moffering you the chance at a life you won't find an

Earth, the kind of life you knew you wouldn't find in space but hoped for anyway.
"I need a representative on the rim It's been a long time since |'ve had one, because | demand a
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lot. | can give you certain powers. You'll define your job, pick your hours and conpani ons, see

the world. You'll get some help fromme, but little interference.
"How woul d you like to be a Wzard?"

CHAPTER TWVENTY- SI X

Seen fromthe air, the expedition base canp was an ugly brown flower. A ragged wound had opened in

the soil just cast of Titantown and had begun di schargi ng Earth peopl e.
It looked like it would never stop. As Cirocco watched from Wi stl estop’'s gondol a, a blue glob of
gelatin shaped like a pill oozed fromthe ground and fell on its side. The encapsul ating materia

qui ckly turned to water and sloughed away froma silvery craw er-transporter. The vehicle churned
through the sea of mud and made its way to a rank of six simlar nmachines parked beside a conpl ex
of inflatable domes before discharging its Rye passengers.

"These fol ks cane in style," Gaby observed.

"Looks that way. And that's just the landing party. Wally won't bring his ship in close enough to
get picked up."

"You sure you want to go down there? " Gaby asked.

"I have to. Surely you know that."

Calvin looked it all over and sniffed.

"If it's all the same to you," he said, "I'Il just stay up here. It night get nasty if | went
down. "

"l can protect you, Calvin."

"That remains to he seen.”

Crocco shrugged. "Maybe you'd like to stay, too, Gaby."

"I go where you go," she said, sinply. "Surely you know that. Do you think Bill's still down
there? He mi ght have been evacuated by now. "

"I think held wait. And besides, | have to go down to get a | ook at that."

She pointed to a shiny heap of netal a kiloneter west of the canp, sitting in its own flower of
overturned dirt. There was no pattern to it, no hint that it had ever been nore than a scrap heap
It was the bones of Ringmaster.

"Let's hit the silk," G rocco said.

and says she was actually working in our interests throughout the alleged aggressive
incident. | can offer you no concrete proof of npbst of these statements. There can he no proof,
except the pragnatic one of her behavior over a suitable tine. But | see no evidence that she is a
threat to humanity, now or in the future."”

Crocco sat back in her chair and reached for her glass of water, wishing it was w ne. She had
tal ked for two hours, interrupted only by Gaby anplifying or correcting details of her account.
They were in a round done that served as m ssion conmand headquarters for the ground party. The
room was adequate for the seven assenbled officers, Cirocco, Gaby, and Bill. The two wonen had
been brought there pronptly when they | anded, introduced to everyone, and asked to begin the
debri efing.

Crocco felt out of place. The crew of the Unity and Bill were dressed in spotless, winkle-free
red and gold uniforns. They snelled cl ean

And they | ooked entirely too mlitary for Cirocco's tastes. The Ri ngnaster expedition had avoi ded
that, even elimnating nmlitary titles except Captain. At the tine Ri ngnmaster was | aunched, NASA
had been at pains to erase its military origins. They had sought U N. auspices for the trip,
though the notion that the expedition was anything but American was a transparent fiction. Still,
it had been sonet hi ng.

Unity, by her very nanme, testified that the nations of Earth were cooperating nore closely. Her
mul ti-national crew proved that the Ri ngnaster experinent had drawn the nations together in a
conmon pur pose. |

But the uniforns told Crocco what that purpose was.

"Then you counsel a continuation of our peaceful policy," Captain Svensen said. He spoke through a
television set on the fold-up desk in the center of the room Aside fromthe chairs, it was the
only article of furniture.

"The npbst you can lose is your exploratory party. Face it, Wally. Gaea knows that woul d he an act
of war, and that the next ship would not even be nmanned. It would be one big H bornb."

The face on the screen frowned, then nodded.
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"Excuse nme for a moment," he said. "I want to talk this over with nmy staff." He started to turn
away, then reversed the notion.

"What about you, Rocky? You didn't say if you believe her. Is she telling the truth?”

Cirocco didn't hesitate.

"Yes, she is. You can bank on it."

Li eutenant Strei kov, the ground commander, waited until he was sure the Captain had nothing nore
to say, then stood. He was a handsone young man with an unfortunate chin and- though Crocco found
it hard to believe-he was a soldier in the Soviet Arny. He seened little nmore than a child.

"Could | get you anything?" he asked, in excellent English. "Perhaps you' re hungry after your trip
back here"

"W ate just before we junped," Cirocco said, in Russian. "But if you had any coffee ... ?

"You didn't really finish your story,"” Bill was saying. "There's the matter of getting back down
after your conversation with God."

"W junped," Cirocco said, sipping her coffee.

"You .... it

She and Bill and Gaby were in one "corner" of the round room their chairs drawn together, while
the Unity's officers buzzed at each other around the television set. Bin | ooked good. He wal ked
with a crutch and his |l eg apparently hurt when he stood

on it, but he was in high spirits. The Unity's doctor said she could operate on himas soon as he
was aboard, and thought he would he nearly as nobile as before.

"Way not?" Cirocco asked, with a faint snile. "W brought those chutes all the way up as a safety
nmeasure, but why not use then?" H's nmouth was still open. She |aughed, relenting, putting her hand
on his shoulder. "All right, we thought about it a long time before we junped. But it really
wasn't dangerous. Gaea held the top and bottom val ves open for us and called Wistlestop. W did
it free-fall for the first 400 kiloneters, then |l anded on his back."” She held out her cup while an
of ficer poured nore coffee, then turned back to Bill.

"I'"ve tal ked enough. Wat about you? How did things go?"

"Nothing so interesting, |'mafraid. | spent ny tine in therapy with Calvin, and picked up a
little Titanide."

"How ol d was she?"

"How. . the language, you idiot," he l|aughed. "I |earned how to sing goo-goo and wa-wa and Bil
hungry. | had a great tine. Then | decided to get off ny ass and do sonething since you woul dn't
take ne along. | started talking to the Titanides about sonething | knew a little about, which was
el ectronics. | |earned about coppervines and batteryworns and | C nuts, and before long | had a
receiver and transmtter."

He grinned at the look on Cirocco's face. "Then it wasn't
He shrugged. "Depends on how you look at it. You kept thinking in terms of a radio that would
reach Earth. | can't build that. Wat | have isn't very strong-1 can only talk to Unity when it's
above, and the signal only has to punch through the roof. But even if I'd built it before you

| eft, you probably woul d have gone, wouldn't you? Unity wasn't here yet, so the radio would have
been usel ess. ™

"l suppose | would have. | had other things to do."

"l heard." He grinmaced. "That gave ne the worst nonents of the trip," he confessed. "I'd started
to like the Titanides, and then out of nowhere they all get this dreany |ook and hurry out into
the grassland. | thought it was another angel attack, but none of them came back. Al | ever found

was a big hole in the ground.”

"I noticed a few when we canme in," Gaby said.

"They' ve been drifting back," Bill said. "They don't remenber us."

Cirocco's mind had been wanderi ng. She was not concerned about the Titani des. She knew they woul d
be all right, and now they would not have to suffer in the fighting. But it was sad to know

Hor npi pe woul d no | onger renenber her

She had been watching the Unity peopl e, wondering why no one cane over to tal k. She knew she did
not smell very good, but didn't think that was the reason. Wth some surprise, she realized they
were afraid of her. The thought made her grin.

She realized Bill had been talking to her. "I'msorry, what was that?"

"Gaby says you haven't told the whole story yet. She says there's sonmething nore, and that |
shoul d hear it."

"Ch, that," G rocco said, glaring at Gaby. But it had to cone out soon, anyway.

"Caea, uh ... she offered ne a job, Bill."

"Ajob? "' He raised his eyebrows, smiled tentatively.
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"A'Wzard,' she called it. She tends to the romantic. You'd probably |ike her; she |likes science
fiction, too."

"Just what did the job entail?"

Cirocco spread her hands. "General troubl eshooting nature unspecified. Wenever she had a probl em
I'd go there and see what | could do. There are-literally-sonme unruly |ands down here. She could
promise ne limted imunity, a sort of conditional passport based on the fact that the regiona
brai ns woul d renmenber what she did to Cceanus and not dare to harmnme while | travel ed through
them "

"That's all? Sounds |ike a chancy proposition.”

"It is. She offered to educate nme, to fill ny head with a trenendous anount of lore in the sane
way | was taught to sing Titanide. |'d have her support and backing. Nothing magic, but |'d be
abl e to cause the ground to open up and swall ow ny enenies."

"That | can believe."

"I took the job, Bill."

"1 thought so."

He | ooked down at his hands, seenmed very tired when he | ooked up again

"You're really sonething else, you know?" He said it with a trace of bitterness, but was taking

the news better than Crocco had expected. "It sounds like the kind of job that would appeal to
you. The left hand of God." He shook his head. "Damm, this is really a hell of a place. You nay
not like it, you know. | was just starting to, when all the Titani des di sappeared. That shook ne,

Rocky. It really seemed |ike sonmeone had just put away his toys because he was tired of the gane
How do you know you won't be one of her toys? You' ve been your own boss; do you think you stil
will be?"

"I honestly don't know. | just couldn't face going back to Earth, back to a desk job and the

| ecture tour. You've seen over- the-hill astronauts. | could land a job on the board of directors
of some big corporation."” She |laughed, and Bill sniled slightly.

"That's what |'mgoing to do," he said. "But |I'mhoping for the research departnent. Leaving space
doesn't scare nme. You know I'Il be going back, don't you?"

Cirocco nodded. "I knew it when I saw your nice new uniform "

He chuckl ed, but there was little mirth in it. They | ooked at each other for a tinme, then G rocco
reached out and took his hand. He snmiled with one corner of his nouth, |eaned over and kissed her
lightly on the cheek.

"Good | uck," he said.

"You too, Bill."

Across the room Streikov cleared his throat.

"Captai n bones, Captain Svensen would like to talk to you now. "

"Yes, Wally?"

"Rocky, we've sent your report on to Earth. It will take sone analysis, so there won't be a
definite decision for a few days. But we up here have added our reconmendation to yours, and
don't think there will be any problem 1 expect to upgrade the base canp to a cultural m ssion and

United Nations Enbassy. |'d offer you the job of anbassador, but we brought someone along in case
our negotiations were successful. Besides, | expect you're anxious to get back."

Gaby and Cirocco |laughed, and Bill joined in soon after

"Sorry, Wally. I'mnot anxious to go back. |I'mnot going back. And | couldn't take the job even if
you offered it."

"Why not ?"

"Conflict of interest.”

She had known it would not he that sinple, and it was not. She formally resigned her conmi ssion
expl ai ned her reasons to Captain Svensen, then |istened patiently as he told her, in increasingly
perenptory terns, just why she had to go back, and for good neasure, why Calvin had to return as
wel |

"The doctor says he can be treated. Bill's nenory can be restored, Gaby's phobia can probably be
cured.”

"I"msure Calvin can be cured, but he's happy where he is. Gaby's already been cured. But what do
you plan to do for April?"

"1 was hoping you could help coax her to cone back to us be- fore you cane aboard. |'m surest,
"You don't know what you're talking about. |I'mnot going back, and that's all there is to be said.
It's been nice talking to you." She turned on her heel and strode fromthe room No one tried to
stop her.
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She and Gaby made their preparations in a field a short distance fromthe base canp, then stood
side by side, waiting. it was taking | onger than she had expected. She began to get nervous,
glancing at Calvin's battered watch

Strel kov came racing out the door, shouting orders to a group of nen busy erecting a shed for the
craw ers. He stopped suddenly, caught flat-footed when he realized G rocco was not far away,
waiting for him He notioned the nen to stay put, and cane toward the two wonen.

"I"'msorry, Captain, but Commander Svensen says | have to place you under arrest." He seened
genui nel y apol ogetic, but his hand was close to his side-arm "WII| you come with ne, please? "

"Look over there, Sergei." She pointed over his shoulder. He started to turn, then drew his weapon
i n sudden suspi cion. He backed away and to one side until he could steal a glance to the west.
"Gaea hear ne! " Cirocco shouted. Strel kov eyed her nervously. She carefully nade no threatening

gestures, but raised her arms in the direction of Rhea, toward the place of wi nds and the cable
she had clinbed wth Gaby.

There were shouts from behind them A wave was traveling down the cable, alnobst inperceptibly, but
producing a definite kink like the wave that noves through a garden hose when it is given a quick
flip fromthe wist. The effect on the cable was explosive. A cloud of dust expanded all around
it. In the dust were trees torn out at the roots.

The wave hit the ground, the place of w nds bul ged, shattered, sent rocks high into the air.
"Cover your ears!" Cirocco yelled. The sound hit all at once, throwi ng Gaby to the ground. Cirocco
was staggered, but stood her ground as all the thunder of the Gods rolled around her, the tatters
of her clothes stream ng out as the shock wave hit and the w nds began to bl ow

"Look! " she shouted again, holding out her hands and raising themslowy toward the sky. No ne
could hear her, but they saw as a hundred wat erspouts broke through the dry ground, turning
Hyperion into a m st-shrouded fountain. Lightning crackled through the thickening fog, the sound
of it swallowed in the mghtier roar that still re-echoed fromthe distant walls.

It took along tinme for it to die away, and in all that tine no one noved. When it was qui et
again, long after the last fountain had turned to a trickle, Strelkov was sitting where he had
fallen, still looking at the cable and the settling dust.

Cirocco went to himand helped himto his feet.

"Tell Wally to | eave me alone," she said, and wal ked away.

"That was very slick," Gaby said, later. "Very slick indeed."”

"Al'l done with mirrors, ny dear."

"How did it nake you feel ? "

"I nearly wet nmy pants. You know, one could learn to get off on that. It was trenendously
exciting."

"l hope you don't have to do it very often.™

Cirocco silently agreed with her. It had been a close thing. The denonstration, awesone for having
occurred at her conmand, would have been nerely inexplicable if it had arrived before Streikov
cane out of the dome to threaten her

The fact was that she could not repeat the performance for five or six hours, even if she asked
for another at that very nonent.

She coul d comunicate readily enough with Gaea. There was a naster radio seed in her pocket. But
Gaea could not react quickly. To do anything as awesone as she had just acconplished, she needed
hours of preparation tine.

Cirocco had sent the nessage requesting the stunt while still on Whistlestop, after carefully
considering the likely sequence of events. Fromthat tinme, it had been a nervous dance with the

cl ock, drawing out her story here, skinping on the answer to a question there, always with the
know edge of the forces gathering in the hub and under her feet. Her advantage had been the | eeway
she had in tinmng her resignation, but the drawback was estimating the tine it would take Wally
Svensen to order her arrest.

She coul d see w zarding was not going to be easy. On the other hand, not all of her job would be
as finicky as calling in an air strike from heaven.

Her pockets were stuffed with the things she had brought as backup neasures in case the bl ood and
thunder failed to intimdate the ground party, things she had obtai ned foragi ng through Hyperion
bef ore re-boardi ng Wi stlestop and traveling to the base canp. There was an eight-legged lizard
who could spit a tranquil zi ng agent when squeezed, and an odd assortnent of berries that would do
the sane job taken internally. She had | eaves and bark that could be turned into flash powder and,
as a last resort, a nut that nade a passabl e hand grenade.

There were libraries of wildlife lore in her head; if there were Gaean girl scouts, she would own
all the merit badges. She could sing to the Titanides, whistle to the blinps, and croak, twtter,
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chirp, runble and npban in a dozen | anguages she had not even had a chance to use, to creatures she
had not yet encountered.

She and Gaby had worried that all the informati on Gaea proposed to give themwould not fit into
human brains. Qddly, it had been no trouble at all. They were not even aware of any changes; when
they needed to know sonething, they knewit, just as if they had learned it in school

"Time to head for the hills?" Gaby suggest ed.

"Not yet. | don't think we'll have any nore trouble fromWlly, once he adjusts to the idea.
They'l| see that we're nore valuable if they naintain good relations with us.

"But there's one nmore thing | want to see before we go."

She had been prepared for an enotional nonent. It was, but not as bad as she had feared, and not
in the way she had expected. Saying goodbye to Bill had been harder

The weck of R ngmaster was a sad, silent place. They wal ked through it w thout speaking,
recogni zi ng pi eces here and there, nmore often unable to tell what a tw sted hunk of metal had
been.

The silver hulk gl eaned day in the beautiful afternoon of Hyperion, partly enbedded in the dusty
ground like a robot King Kong after the fall. Already the grasses had established a foot- hold in
the turned soil. Vines crept over shattered conponents. A single yellow flower blooned in the
center of what had been G rocco's comand consol e.

She had hoped to find some nmenento of her former life, but she had never been acquisitive and had
brought little of a person- al nature with her. The few photos woul d have been eaten, along with
the I og book and the envel ope of newspaper clippings. it would have been nice to cone across her
class ring---she could see it sitting mthe shelf beside her bunk where she had last re- noved it-
but the chances were against it.

They saw a crewman from Unity sonme di stance away fromthem He was cl anbering over the w eckage,
pointing his cam era and snapping indiscrimnately. Crocco thought he was the ship's
phot ogr apher, then realized he was doing it on his own time, with his own canera. She saw hi m pick
up an object and put it in his pocket.

"Cone back here in fifty years,"” Gaby observed, "they're likely to have carted it all away." She
| ooked around specul atively. "This |ooks Iike a nice spot for a souvenir stand. Sell filmand hot
dogs; you'd do pretty good."

"You don't think that'll happen, do you?"

"It's up to Gaea, | guess. She did say she'd |l et people visit. That neans tourism"

"But the cost ... "

Gaby | aughed. "You're still thinking of the R ngmaster days, Captain. It was all we could do then
to get seven of us out here. Bill says Unity has a crew of 200. How woul d you have |liked to get

the filmconcession at O Neil One thirty years ago?"

"I'd be rich by now," Crocco conceded.

"If there's a way to get rich here, somebody'll do it. So why don't you make nme M nister of
Touri sm and Conservation? |I'mnot sure how !l |like the role of sorcerer's apprentice."

Cirocco grinned. "You' ve got it. Try to keep the bribes and nepotismdown to a mninmum wll you?"
Gaby swept her armin a circle, a far-away | ook in her eyes.

"I can see it now. We'll put the taco stand over there--a classical Geek notif, naturally-and we
can sell Gaeaburgers and nilk shakes. 1'll keep the billboards down to fifty meters, tops, and
limt the use of neon. 'See the angels! Snell the breath of God! Shoot the rapids on the Ophion!
This way to the centaur rides, only one thin sawbuck! Don't forget to bring-- "

She yel ped and danced to one side as the ground noved.

"l was kidding damm it!" she yelled at the sky, then | ooked suspiciously at G rocco, who was

| aughi ng.

An arm cane fromthe spot where Gaby had been standing. Loose dirt shifted to reveal a face, and a
mop of nmulti-colored hair.

They knelt and brushed sand away fromthe Titani de as she coughed and spit, until she had managed
to free her torso and front |egs. She paused to gather strength, and | ooked curiously at the two
wonen.

"Hel l o," Hornpi pe sang. "Who are you?"

Gaby got to her feet and held out her hand.

"You really don't renenber us, do you?" she sang.

"I recall sonething. It does seemas if | knew you. Didn't you give ne sone w ne, |ong ago?"

"I did," Gaby sang. "And you returned the favor."

"Cone out of there, Hornpipe," Crocco sang. "You could use a bath."
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"I remenber you too. Buthow do you manage to stay bal anced for so long w thout falling over?"

G rocco | aughed.
"I wish | knew, kid."
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