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NOVA -- SAMJEL R DELANY -- August, 1968

A passion for vengeance drove Captain Lorg Von Ray to dare what no nortal had ever done -- to sai
through the splintering core of a disintegrating sun

Von Ray's obsession drew aimess souls into the vortex of his madness -- wanderi ng adventurers who
woul d plug into any ship that prom sed escape:

MOUSE: A young gypsy, he created blindingly beautiful visions on the syrynx, an instrument of
sensor projection.

| DAS and LYNCECS: Twins fromthe outer col onies, one black, one al bino.

SEBASTI AN: A gol den-haired nan who traveled the stars with his Tarot-readi ng mate and si x bl ack-
tal oned beasts.

KATI N. The scholar who | oved the silent nobons of the universe above all the powerful suns and
gaudy pl anets.

To Bernard and |va Kay
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Chapter One

Draco, Triton, Hell3, 3172

"Hey, Mouse! Play us sonething," one of the nechanics called fromthe bar

"Didn't get signed on no ship yet?" <chided the other. "Your spinal socket'll rust up. Cone on,
gi ve us a nunber."

The Mouse stopped running his finger around the rimof his glass. Wanting to say "no
"yes. Then he frowned.

he began a

The mechani cs frowned too:
He was an ol d nman.
He was a strong nman

As the Mouse pulled his hand to the edge of the table, the derelict lurched forward. Hi p banged
the counter. Long toes struck a chair leg: the chair danced on the fl ags.

ad. Strong. The third thing the Muse saw blind.

He swayed before the Muse's table. His hand swung up; yellow nails hit the Muse's cheek
(Spider's feet?) "You, boy ..."

The Mouse stared at the pearls behind rough, blinking Iids.
"You, boy. Do you know what it was |ike?"

Must be blind, the Muse thought. Mwves like blind. Head sits forward so on his neck. And his
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eyes --

The codger flapped out his hand, caught a chair, and yanked it to him It rasped as he fell on
the seat. "Do you know what it |ooked like, felt like, snmelt |like -- do you?"

The Mouse shook his head; the fingers tapped his cheek

"W were noving out, boy, with the three hundred suns of the Pleiades glittering |like a puddl e of
jeweled mlk on our left, and all blackness w apped around our right. The ship was nme; | was the
ship. Wth these sockets -- " he tapped the insets in his wists against the table: click " -- |
was plugged into ny vane-projector. Then -- " the stubble on his jawrose and fell with the words
" -- centered on the dark, a light! It reached out, grabbed our eyes as we lay in the projection
chanbers and wouldn't let themgo. It was |like the universe was torn and all day raging through

I wouldn't go off sensory input. | wouldn't | ook away. All the colors you could think of were
there, blotting the night. And finally the shock waves: the walls sang! Magnetic inductance
oscillated over our ship, nearly rattled us apart. But then it was too late. | was blind." He
sat back in his chair. "I'mblind, boy. But with a funny kind of blindness; |I can see you. [|'m
deaf; but if you talked to me, | could understand nost of what you said. dfactory endings al
dead, and the taste buds over nmy tongue." His hand went flat on the Muse's cheek. "I can't fee
the texture of your face. Mbst of the tactile nerve endings were killed too. Are you snooth, or
are you bristly and gristly as | an?' He |aughed on yellow teeth in red, red guns. "Dan is blind
ina funny way." H s band slipped down the Muwuse's vest, catching the laces. "A funny way, yes.
Most people go blind in blackness. | have a fire in ny eyes. | have that whole collapsing sun in
ny head. The light |ashed the rods and cones of nmy retina to constant stinulation, balled up a
rai nbow and stuffed each socket full. That's what |'m seeing now. Then you, outlined here,

hi ghl i ghted there, a solarized ghost across hell fromnme. Wo are you?"

"Pontichos," the Muse offered. H's voice sounded |ike wool with sand, grinding. "Pontichos
Provechi . "

Dan's face twisted. "Your nanme is ... Wiat did you say? |It's shaking ny head apart. There's a
choir crouched in ny ears, shouting down into ny skull twenty-six hours a day. The nerve ends,
they're sending out static, the death rattle that sun's been dying ever since. Over that, | can
just hear your voice, |ike an echo of sonething shouted a hundred yards off." Dan coughed and sat

back, hard. "Were are you fron?" He w ped his nouth.
"Here in Draco," the Muse said. "Earth."

"Earth? Were? Anerica? You cone froma little white house on a tree-lined street, with a
bicycle in the garage?"

Ch yes, the Muse thought. Blind, and deaf too. The Muse's speech was good, but he'd never even
tried to correct his accent.

"Me. I'mfromAustralia. Froma white house. | lived just outside Mel bourne. Trees. | had a
bicycle. But that was a long tine ago. A long time, wasn't it, boy? You know Australia, on
Eart h?"

"Been through." The Muse squirned in his chair and wondered how to get away.

"Yes. That's how it was. But you don't know, boy! You can't know what it's |like to stagger
through the rest of your life with a nova dug into your brain, renmenbering Ml bourne, renenbering
the bicycle. Wat did you say your name was?"

The Mouse | ooked | eft at the window, right at the door

"I can't remenber it. The sound of that sun blots out everything."
The mechani cs, who had been listening till now, turned to the bar
"Can't renenber a thing any nore!"

At another table a bl ack-haired wonan fell back to her card gane with her bl ond comnpani on
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"Ch, |'ve been sent to doctors! They say if they cut out the nerves, optic and aural, slice them
off at the brain, the roaring, the light -- it mght stop! Mght?" He raised his hands to his
face. "And the shadows of the world that cone in, they'd stop too. Your nane? Wat's your
name?"

The Mouse got the words ready in his nouth, along with, excuse ne, huh? | gotta go.

But Dan coughed, clutched at his ears.

"Ahhh! That was a pig trip, a dog trip, a trip for flies! The ship was the Roc and | was a

cyborg stud for Captain Lorg Von Ray. He took us" -- Dan |eaned across the table -- "this close”
-- his thunb brushed his forefinger -- "this close to hell. And brought us back. You can damm
him and dam Illyrion for that, boy, whoever you are. Werever you're from" Dan barked, flung

back his head; his hands junped on the table.

The bartender gl anced over. Sonebody signaled for a drink. The bartender's l|ips tightened, but
he turned of f, shaking his head.

"Pain," Dan's chin came down, "after you' ve lived with it |long enough, isn't pain any nore. |It's
sonething else. Lorq Von Ray is mad! He took us as near the edge of dying as he could. Now he's
abandoned ne, nine-tenths a corpse, here at the rimof the Solar System And where's he gone -- "
Dan breat hed hard. Sonething flapped in his lungs. "Were's blind Dan going to go now?"

Suddenly he grabbed the sides of the table.
"Where is Dan going to go!"

The Muse's gl ass tunbl ed, snashed on the stone
"You tell me!"

He shook the tabl e again.

The bartender was com ng over

Dan stood, overturning his chair, and rubbed his knuckles on his eyes. He took two staggering
steps through the sunburst that rayed the floor. Two nore. The last left long maroon prints.

The bl ack-hai red woman caught her breath. The blond nan cl osed the cards.
One nechanic started forward, but the other touched his arm
Dan's fists struck the swi nging doors. He was gone.

The Mouse | ooked around. d ass on stone again, but softer. The bartender had pl ugged t he sweeper
into his wist and the machi ne hissed over dirt and bl oody fragnments. "You want another drink?"

"No," the Myuse's voice whispered fromhis ruined larynx. "No, | was finished. Wo was that?"

"Used to be a cyborg stud on the Roc. He's been making trouble around here for a week. Lots of
pl aces throw hi mout as soon as he comes in the door. How come you been having such a hard tinme
getting signed on?"

"I've never been on a star-run before," came the Muse's rough whisper. "I just got ny
certificate two years back. Since then |'ve been plugged in with a small frei ght conpany working
around inside the Solar Systemon the triangle run."

"I could give you all kinds of advice." The bartender unplugged the sweeper fromthe socket on
his wist. "But I'll restrain nmyself. Ashton Cark go with you." He grinned and went back
behi nd the bar.

The Mouse felt unconfortable. He hooked a dark thunb beneath the | eather strap over his shoul der
and started for the door.
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"Eh, Mouse, cone on. Play sonething for us --

The door cl osed behind him

Draco, Earth, |stanbul, 3164

The shrunken sun lay jagged gold on the nountains. Neptune, huge in the sky, dropped nottl ed
light on the plain. The star-ships hulked in the repair pits half a nile away.

The Mouse started down the strip of bars, cheap hotels, and eating places. Unenployed and
despondent, he had bunmed in nost of them playing for board, sleeping in the corner of sonebody's
room when he was pulled in to entertain at an all-night party. That wasn't what his certificate
said he should be doing. That wasn't what he wanted.

He turned down the boardwal k that edged Hel | 3.

To nmake the satellite's surface habitable, Draco Commi ssion had planted Illyrion furnaces to nelt
the noon's core. Wth surface tenperature at nmild autum, atnosphere generated spontaneously from
the rocks. An artificial ionosphere kept it in. The other nmanifestations of the newy nolten
core were Hells 1 to 55, volcanic cracks that had opened in the crust of the nmoon. Hell3 was

al rost a hundred yards wide, twice as deep (a flanming wormbroiled on its botton), and seven niles
Il ong. The canon flickered and fumed under pal e night.

As the Mouse wal ked by the abyss, hot air caressed his cheek. He was thinking about blind Dan
He was thinking about the night beyond Pluto, beyond the edge of the stars called Draco. And was
afraid. He fingered the |eather sack against his side.

When the Mouse was ten years old, he stole that sack. It held what he was to | ove nost.

Terrified, he fled fromthe nusic stalls beneath white vaults, down between the stinking booths of
suede. He clutched the sack to his belly, junped over a carton of neerschaum pi pes that had
broken open, spilling across the dusty stone, passed under another arch, and for twenty neters
darted t hrough the crowds roaning the Golden Alley where vel vet display w ndows were alive with
light and gold. He sidestepped a boy treading the heels of his shoes and sw nging a three-handl ed
tray of tea glasses and coffee cups. As the Muse dodged, the tray went up and over; tea and

cof fee shook, but nothing spilled. The Muse fled on

Anot her turn took him past a mountain of enbroidered slippers.

Mud splattered the next tinme his canvas shoes hit the broken flooring. He stopped, panting,
| ooked up.

No vaults. Light rain drifted between the buildings. He held the sack tighter, sneared his danp
face with the back of his hand, and started up the curving street.

The Burnt Tower of Constantine, rotten, ribbed, and black, jutted fromthe parking | ot as he
reached the nmain street, people hurried about him splashing in the thin slip covering the stones.
The | eather had grown sweaty on his skin.

Good weat her? He woul d have ronped down t he back-street shortcut but this: he kept to the main
way, taking sone protection fromthe nonorail. He pushed his way anong the busi nessnen, the
students, the porters.

A sl edge runbl ed on the cobbles. The Muse took a chance and swung up on the yell ow running

board. The driver grinned -- gold-flecked crescent in a brown face -- and | et him stay.
Ten mnutes later, heart still hamering, the Muse swng off and ducked through the courtyard of
New Mosque. In the drizzle a few men washed their feet in the stone troughs at the wall. Two

worren came fromthe flapping door at the entrance, retrieved their shoes, and started down the
gl eam ng steps, hastening in the rain.
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Once, the Mouse had asked Leo just when New Mosque was built. The fishernan fromthe Pl ei ades
Federation -- who al ways wal ked with one foot bare -- had scratched his thick, blond hair as they
gazed at the snmoky walls rising to the donmes and spi king mnarets. "About a thousand years ago,
was. But that only a guess is.”

The Mouse was | ooki ng for Leo now.

He ran out the courtyard and dodged between the trucks, cars, dolnmushes, and trollies crowding the
entrance of the bridge. On the crosswal k, under a street-lanp, he turned through an iron gate and
hurried down the steps. Small boats clacked together in the sludge. Beyond the dinghies, the
nmustard water of the Gol den Horn heaved about the pilings and the hydrofoil docks. Beyond the
Horn's nouth, across the Bosphorus, the clouds had torn

Beans slanted t hrough and struck the wake of a ferry plowi ng toward another continent. The Mouse
paused on the steps to stare over the glittering strait as nore and nore light fell through

W ndows in foggy Asia flashed on sand-colored walls. It was the beginning of the effect that had
caused the Greeks, two thousand years before, to call the Asian side of the city Chrysopolis --
Gold City. Today it was Uskudar.

"Hey, Mouse! Leo hailed himfromthe red, doffing deck. Leo had built an awning over his boat,
set up wooden tables, and placed barrels around for chairs. Black oil boiled in a vat, heated by
an anci ent generator caked with grease. Beside it, on a yellow slicker, was a heap of fish. The
gill's had been hooked around the lower jaws so that each fish had a crinson flower at its head.
"Hey, Mouse, what you got?"

In better weather fishernen, dock workers, and porters |unched here. The Muse clinbed over the
rail as Leo threwin tw fish. The oil erupted yellow foam

"l got what ... what you were talking about. | got it ... | nean | think it's the thing you told
me about." The words rushed, breathy, hesitant, breathy again.

Leo, whose nanme, hair, and chunky body had been given himby Gernman grandparents (and whose speech
pattern had been lent by his childhood on a fishing coast of a world whose nights held ten tines
as many stars as Earth's), | ooked confused. Confusion becane wonder as the Muse held out the

| eat her sack.

Leo took it with freckled hands. "You sure, are? Were you --

Two wor krmen stepped on the boat. Leo saw alarmcross the Muse's face and switched from Turki sh
to Geek. "Were did you this find?" The sentence pattern stayed the same in all | anguages.

"I stole it." Even though the words came with gushes of air through ill-anchored vocal cords, at
ten the orphaned gypsy spoke sone half dozen of the |anguages bordering the Mediterranean much
nore facilely than people |ike Leo who had | earned his tongues under a hypno-teacher.

The construction nen, griny fromtheir power shovels (and hopefully limted to Turkish) sat down
at the table, massaging their wists and rubbing their spinal sockets on the smalls of their backs
where the great machi nes had been plugged into their bodies. They called for fish.

Leo bent and tossed. Silver flicked the air, and the oil roared.

Leo | eaned against the railing and opened the drawstring. "Yes." He spoke slowy. "None on
Earth, nmuch less here, | didn't know was. Where it fromis?"

"I got it fromthe bazaar," the Muse explained. "If it can be found on Earth, it can be found in
the Grand Bazaar." He quoted the adage that had brought millions on mllions to the Queen of
Cities.

"So |I'd heard," Leo said. Then in Turkish again: "These gentlenen their lunch you give."

The Mouse took up the |adle and scooped the fish into plastic plates. Wat had gone in silver

came out gold. The nen pulled chunks of bread fromthe baskets under the table and ate with their
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hands.

He hunted the two other fish fromthe oil and brought themto Leo who was still sitting on the
rail, smling into the sack. "Coherent image out of this thing, can | get? Don't know Since
fishing for nmethane squid in the Quter Colonies, | was, not in ny hands one of these is. Back
then, pretty well this | could play." The sack fell away and Leo sucked his breath between his
teeth. "It pretty is!”

On his lap in crunpled | eather, It night have been a harp, it might have been a computer. Wth

i nduct ance surfaces like a theremin, with frets like a guitar, down one side were short drones as
on a sitar. On the other were the extended bass drones of a guitarina. Parts were carved from
rosewood. Parts were cast fromstainless steel. It had insets of black plastic, and was

cushi oned wi th plush.

Leo turned it.
The cl ouds had torn even further

Sunlight ran the polished grain, flashed in the steel. At the table the worknen tapped their
coins, then squinted. Leo nodded to them They put the noney on the greasy boards and, puzzl ed,
| eft the boat.

Leo did sonething with the controls. There was a clear ringing; the air shivered; and cutting out
the olid odor of wet rope and tar was the scent of ... orchids? A long tine ago, perhaps at five
or six, the Muuse had snelled themwild in the fields edging a road. (Then, there had been a big
woman in a print skirt who nay have been Mama, and three barefoot, heavily nustachi oed men, one of
whom he had been told to call Papa; but that was in some other country ...) Yes, orchids.

Leo's hand noved; shivering became shimering. Brightness fell fromthe air, coal esced in blue
i ght whose source was sonewhere between them The odor npistened to roses.

"I't works!" rasped the Mouse.
Leo nodded. "Better than the one | used to have. The Illyrion battery al nost brand-new is.
Those things | on the boat used to play, can still play, | wonder." H's face furrowed. "Not too

good going to be is. Qut of practice am" Enbarrassnent rearranged Leo's features into an
expression the Mouse had never seen. Leo's hand closed to the tuning haft.

Where light had filled the air, illum nation shaped to her, till she turned and stared at them
over her shoul der

The Mouse bl i nked.

She was translucent; yet so nuch realer by the concentration he needed to define her chin, her

shoul der, her foot, her face, till she spun, |aughing, and tossed surprising flowers at him
Under the petals the Muuse ducked and closed his eyes. He'd been breathing naturally, but on this
i nhal ation, he just didn't stop. He opened his nmouth to the odors, prolonging the breath till his

di aphragm stretched sharply fromthe bottomof his ribs. Then pain arched beneath his sternum and
he had to |let the breath out. Fast. Then began the slowreturn --

He opened his eyes.

Ol, the yellow water of the Horn, sludge; but the air was enpty of blossons. Leo, his single
boot on the bottomrung of the rail, was fiddling with a knob

She was gone.
"But ..." The Muse took a step, stopped, balancing on his toes, his throat working. "How ...?"

Leo | ooked up. "Rusty, | am | once pretty good was. But it along tine is. Long tinme. Once,
once, this thing | truly could play."

"Leo ... could you ...? | nean you said you ... | didn't know ... | didn't think ...
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"Teach! Could you teach ... ne?"

Leo | ooked at the dumbfounded gypsy boy whom he had befriended here on the docks with tales of his
wanderi ngs through the oceans and ports of a dozen worlds. He was puzzl ed.

The Mouse's fingers twitched. "Show nme, Leo! Now you've got to show ne!" The Muse's m nd
tunbl ed from Al exandri an to Berber Arabic and ended up in Italian as he searched for the word.
"Bellissinmo, Leo! Bellissino!"

"Well -- " Leo felt what might have been fear at the boy's avidity, had Leo been nore used to
fear.

The Mouse | ooked at the stolen thing with awe and terror

"Can you show nme howto play it?" Then he did sonething brave. He took it, gently, fromLeo's
lap. And fear was an enotion that the Mouuse had lived with all his short, shattered life.

Reachi ng, however, he began the intricate process of becom ng hinself. Wbndering, the Muse
turned the sensory-syrynx around and around.

At the head of a nuddy street that wound on a hill behind an iron gate, the Mwuse had a night job
carrying trays of coffee and salep fromthe tea house through the herds of men who roamed back and
forth by the narrow gl ass doors, crouching to stare at the wonmen passi ng inside.

Now t he Mouse canme to work later and later. He stayed on the boat as long as possible. The
harbor |ights wi nked down the nile-long docks, and Asia flickered through the fog while Leo showed
hi m where each projectabl e odor, color, shape, texture, and nmovenent hid in the polished syrynx.
The Mouse's eyes and hands began to open

Two years later, when Leo announced that he had sold his boat and was thinking of going to the
ot her side of Draco, perhaps to New Mars to fish for dust skates, the Muse could al ready surpass
the tawdry illusion that Leo had first shown him

A nmonth later the Mouse hinself left Istanbul, waiting beneath the dripping stones of the
Edernakapi till a truck offered hima ride toward the border town of Ipsala. He walked across the
border into Greece, joined a red wagon full of gypsies, and for the duration of the trip fell back
into Romany, the tongue of his birth. He'd been in Turkey three years. On leaving, all he had
taken besides the clothes he wore was a thick silver puzzle ring too big for any of his fingers --
and the syrynx.

Two and a half years later when he left Geece, he still had the ring. He had grown one little
fingernail three quarters of an inch long, as did the other boys who worked the dirty streets
behi nd the Monasterai ki flea market, selling rugs, brass gewgaws, or whatever tourists would buy,
just outside the edge of the geodesic done that covered the square mile of Athenas Market; and he
took the syrynx.

The crui se boat on which he was a deck hand | eft Piraeus for Port Said, sailed through the cana
and on toward its hone port in Ml bourne.

When he sailed back, this tine to Bonbay, It was as an entertainer in the ship's nightclub
Ponti chos Provechi, recreating great works of art, nusical and graphic, for your pleasure, with

perfuned acconpani nent. |n Bonbay he quit, got very drunk (he was sixteen now), and stal ked the
dirty pier by nmoonlight, quivering and ill. He swore he would never play purely for noney again
("Come on, kid! Gve us the nosaics on the San Sophia ceiling again before you do the Parthenon
frieze -- and nake "emswing!"). Wen he returned to Australia, it was as a deck hand. He cane
ashore with the puzzle ring, his long nail, and a gold earring in his left ear. Sailors who
crossed the equator on the Indian Ccean had been entitled to that earring for fifteen hundred
years. The steward had pierced his earlobe with ice and a canvas needle. He still had the
Syrynx.

I n Mel bourne again, he played on the street. He spent a lot of tine in a coffee shop frequented
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by kids fromthe Cooper Astronautics Academy. A twenty-year-old girl he was living with suggested
he sit in on sonme cl asses.

"Come on, get yourself sonme plugs. You'll get them eventually sonewhere, and you mght as well
get sone education on how to use them for sonething other than a factory job. You like to travel
M ght as well run the stars as operate a garbage unit."

Wien he finally broke up with the girl, and left Australia, he had his certificate as a cyborg
stud for any inter -- and intra -- systemship. He still had his gold earring, his little
fingernail, his puzzle ring -- and the syrynx.

Even with a certificate, it was hard to sign onto a star-run straight fromEarth. For a couple of
years he plugged into a snmall comrercial line that ran the Shifting Triangle run: Earth to Mars,
Mars to Ganynmede, Ganynede to Earth. But by now his black eyes were a-glitter with stars. A few
days after his eighteenth birthday (at least it was the day the girl and he had agreed woul d be
hi s birthday back in Ml bourne), the Muse hitched out to the second noon of Neptune, from which
the big coommercial lines left for worlds all over Draco, for the Plei ades Federation, and even the
Quter Col onies. The puzzle ring fit himnow

Draco, Triton, Hell3, 3172

The Mouse wal ked beside Hell 3, his boot heel clicking, his bare foot silent (as in another city on
anot her world, Leo had wal ked). This was his latest travel acquisition. Those who worked under
free-fall in the ships that went between planets developed the agility of at |east one set of
toes, sonetinmes both, till it rivaled world-I|ubbers' hands, and ever after kept that foot free.
The conmercial interstellar freighters had artificial gravity, which discouraged such devel opnent.

As he anbl ed beneath a plane tree, the |leaves roared in the warmw nd. Then his shoul der struck
sonmet hi ng. He staggered, was caught, was whirled around.

"You clunsy, rat-faced little --

A hand cl anped his shoul der and janmed himout to arms length. The Muse | ooked up at the nan
bl i nki ng down.

Soneone had tried to hack the face open. The scar zagged fromthe chin, neared the cusp of heavy
lips, rose through the cheek nuscles -- the yellow eye was miraculously alive -- and cut the left
brow, where it disappeared into red, Negro hair, a blaze of silkier yellow flamed. The flesh
pulled into the scar |ike beaten copper to a vein of bronze.

"Where do you think you're going, boy?"

"Sorry -- "
The man's vest bore the gold disk of an officer.

"Cuess | wasn't |ooking --

A lot of nuscles in the forehead shifted. The back of the jaw got thicker. Sound started behind

the face, spilled. It was laughter, full and contenptuous.
The Mouse smiled, hating it. "I guess | wasn't |ooking where | was going."
"l guess you weren't." The hand fell tw ce again on his shoulder. The captain shook his head and

strode off.
Enbarrassed and alert, the Muse started wal ki ng agai n.

Then he stopped and | ooked back. The gold disk on the | eft shoul der of the captain's vest had
been bossed with the name Lorq Von Ray. The Mouse's hand noved on the sack under his arm
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He flung back black hair that had fallen down his forehead, |ooked about, then clinbed to the
railing. He hooked boot and foot behind the | ower rung, and took out the syrynx.

H s vest was half |laced, and he braced the instrunment against the small, defined muscles of his
chest. The Muuse's face | owered; |ong | ashes closed. Hi s hand, ringed and bl aded, fell toward
t he i nductance surfaces.

The air was filled with shocked i mages --

Chapter Two

Draco, Triton, Hell3, 3172

Katin, long and brilliant, shanbled toward Hell 3, eyes on the ground, m nd on noons al oft.
"You, boy!"
" Huh?"

The unshaven derelict |eaned on the fence, clutching the rail with scaly hands.

"Where you fronP" The derelict's eyes were fogged.

"Luna," Katin said.

"Froma little white house on a tree-lined street, with a bicycle in the garage? | had a
bi cycle."

"My house was green," Katin said. "And under an air done. | had a bicycle, though."

The derelict swayed by the rail. "You don't know, boy. You don't know "

One nust listen to madnen, Katin thought. They are beconming increasingly rare. And renenbered to
make a note.

"So long ago ... so long!" The old nman |urched away.
Katin shook his head and started wal ki ng agai n.

He was gawky and absurdly tall; nearly six foot nine. He'd shot to that height at sixteen. Never
really believing he was so big, ten years later he still tended to hunch his shoulders. H s huge
hands were shoved beneath the belt of his shorts. He strode with el bows fl apping.

And his m nd went back to noons.

Katin, born on the noon, |oved noons. He had always |lived on nobons, save for the tine he had
convinced his parents, stenographers for the Draco court on Luna, to let himtake his university
education on Earth at that center of learning for the nysterious and inscrutable Wst, Harvard,
still a haven for the rich, the eccentric, and the brilliant -- the last two of which he was.

The changes that vary a planet's surface, H malayan heights to gentle, blistering Sahara dunes, he
knew only by report. The freezing lichen forests of the Martian polar caps or the raging dust
rivers at the red planet's equator; or Mercurian night versus Mercurian day -- these he had
experienced only through psychoranma travel ogs.

These were not what Katin knew, what Katin | oved.

Moons?
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Moons are snall. A moon's beauty is in variations of sameness, From Harvard, Katin had returned
to Luna, and fromthere gone to Phobos Station where he'd plugged in to a battery of recording
units, |low capacity computers, and addressographs -- a glorified file clerk. On tine off, in

tractor suit with polarized | enses, he explored Phobos, while Denps, a bright hunk of rock ten

m | es w de, swng by the unnervingly close horizon. He finally got up a party to | and on Denops
and explored the tiny noon as only a worldlet can be explored. Then he transferred to the noons
of Jupiter. 1o, Europa, Ganynede, Callisto turned beneath his brown eyes. The nmoons of Saturn
under the diffuse illumnation of the rings, rotated before his solitary inspection as he wandered
out fromthe | and conmpounds where he was stationed. He explored the gray craters, the gray
nmount ai ns, valleys, and canons through days and nights of blinding intensity. Mons are the sane?

Had Katin been placed on any of them and blindfold suddenly renoved, petrol ogical structure,
crystalline formation, and general topography would have identified it for himimediately. Tall
Katin was used to naking subtle distinctions in both |andscape and character. The passions that
come through the diversity of a conplete world, or a whole nman, he knew -- but did not Iike.

He dealt with this dislike tw ways.
For the inner manifestations, he was witing a novel

A jewel ed recorder that his parents had gi ven hi mwhen he won his schol arship hung froma chain at
his waist. To date it contai ned sone hundred thousand words of notes. He had not begun the first
chapter.

For the outer nanifestations, he had chosen this isolate |ife below his educational capacity, not
even particularly in keeping with his tenperanent. He was slowy noving further and further away

fromthe focus of human activity, which for himwas still a world called Earth. He had conpl eted
his course as a cyborg stud only a nonth ago. He had arrived on this |ast noon of Neptune -- the
| ast noon in the Solar System -- that norning.

H's brown hair was silky, unkenpt, and | ong enough to grab in a fight (if you were that tall).
H s hands, under the belt, kneaded his flat belly. As he reached the wal kway, he stopped.
Sonmeone was sitting on the railing playing a sensory-syrynx.

Several people had stopped to watch.

Colors sluiced the air with fugal patterns as a shape subsuned the breeze and fell, to form
further on, a brighter enerald, a duller anethyst. Odors flushed the wind with vinegar, snow,
ocean, ginger, poppies, rum Autumm, ocean, ginger, ocean, autum; ocean, ocean, the surge of
ocean again, while light foamed in the dinmming blue that underlit the Muse's face. Electric
arpeggi os of a neo-raga rilled.

Perched on the railing, the Muse | ooked between the inmages, inplosions on bright inplosion, and
at his own brown fingers |eaping on the frets, as light fromthe machine fl owed on the backs of
his hands. And his fingers fell. Inmages vaulted fromunder his pal ns.

Sone two dozen people had gathered. They blinked, they turned their heads. Light fromthe
illusion shook on the roofs of their eye sockets, flowed in the |lines about their nouths, filled
the ridges furrowi ng foreheads. One woman rubbed her ear and coughed. One man punched the bottom
of his pockets.

Katin | ooked down over |ots of heads.
Sonebody was jostling forward. Still playing, the Muse | ooked up
Blind Dan |urched out, stopped, then staggered in the syrynx's fire.

"Hey, cone on, get out of there --

"Conme on, old man, nove --

"W can't see what the kid's nmaking --

In the mddle of the Mouse's creation, Dan swayed, head waggi ng.
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The Mouse | aughed; then his brown hand cl osed over the projection haft, and Iight and sounds and
snells deflated around a single, gorgeous demon who stood before Dan, bleating, grinacing,
flapping scaled wings that shifted color with each beat. It yowed like a trunpet, twisted its
face to resenble Dan's own, but with a third eye spinning.

The peopl e began to | augh.
The spectre | eaped and squatted to the Muse's fingers. Malevolently the gypsy grinned.
Dan staggered forward, one armflailing through.

Shrieking, the denon turned its back, bent. There was a sound like a flutter valve and the
spectators how ed at the stink

Katin, who was leaning on the rail next to the Muse, felt enbarrassnent heat his neck

The denon cavort ed.

Then Katin reached down and put his pal mover the visual inductance field and the imge bl urred.
The Mouse | ooked up sharply. "Hey -- "

"You don't have to do that," Katin said, his big hand burying the Muse's shoul der

"He's blind," the Mouse said. "He can't hear, he can't snmell -- he doesn't know what's goi ng on
" Black brows | owered. But he had stopped playing.

Dan stood alone in the center of the crowd, oblivious. Suddenly he shrieked. And shrieked again.
The sound clanged in his lungs. People fell back. The Muse and Katin both | ooked in the
direction Dan's armfl ail ed.

In dark blue vest with gold disk, his scar flamng beneath the blaze, Captain Lorg Von Ray |eft
the Iine of people.

Dan, through his blindness, had recognized him He turned, staggered fromthe circle. Pushing a
man aside, striking a woman's shoulder with the side of his hand, he disappeared in the crowd.

Dan gone and the syrynx still, attention shifted to the captain. Von Ray sl apped his thigh
maki ng his palmon his black pants crack Iike a board. "Hold up! Stop yelling!"

The voi ce was big.

"I"'mhere to pick out a crew of cyborg studs for a long trip, probably along the inner arm" So
alive, his yellow eyes. The features around the ropy scar, under rust-rough hair, grinned. But

it took seconds to nane the expression on the distorted nmouth and brow. "All right, which one of
you wants a hand-hold halfway to the night's rin? Are you sand-footed, or star steppers? You!"
He pointed to the Muse, still sitting on the rail. "You want to conme al ong?"

The Mouse stepped down. " Me?"

"You and your infernal hurdy-gurdy! If you think you can watch where you're going, |'d like
sonmebody to juggle the air in front of ny eyes and tickle ny earlobes. Take the job."

A grin struck the Muse's |ips back fromhis teeth. "Sure," and the grin went. "I1'Il go." The
words canme fromthe young gypsy in an old nan's whisky whisper. "Sure |'ll go, Captain." The
Mouse nodded and his gold earring flashed above the vol canic crevice. Hot wind over the rai
struck down hanks of his black hair.

"Do you have a nate you want to nmake the run with? | need a crew. "

The Mouse, who didn't particularly like anyone in this port, |looked up at the incredibly tal
young man who had stopped his harassnent of Dan. "W at about shorty?" He thunbed at surprised
Katin. "Don't know him but he's nmate enough.”
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"Right then. So | have ..." Captain Von Ray narrowed his eyes a nonent, appraising Katin's slunp
shoul ders, narrow chest, high cheeks and weak blue eyes floating behind contact lenses " ...two."
Katin's ears warned.

"Who else? What's the natter? Are you afraid to leave this |ittle well of gravity funneling into
that hal f-pint sun?" He jerked his chin toward the highlighted nountains. "Wo's coming with us
where ni ght nmeans forever and norning' s a recollection?"

A man stepped forward. Skin the color of an enperor grape, he was |ong-headed and full-featured.
"I"'mfor out." Wen he spoke, the nuscles under his jaw and high on his nappy scalp rolled.

"Have a mate?"

A second nan stepped up. His flesh was translucent as soap. His hair was |like white wool. It
took a monent for the likeness of feature to strike. There were the same sharp cusp lines at the
corner of the heavy lips, the sane slant below the bell nostrils, the same break far front on the
cheekbones: twins. As the second man turned his head, the Muse saw the blinking pink eyes,
veiled with silver.

The al bi no dropped his broad hand -- a sack of knuckles and work-ruined nails cabled to his
forearmby thick, livid veins -- on his brother's shoulder. "W run together."

Their voices, slowwith colonial drawl, were identical
"Anyone el se?" Captain Von Ray | ooked about the crowd.
"You me, Captain, want to take?"

A man pushed forward.

Sonet hi ng fl apped on his shoul der

H s yellow hair shook with a wind not fromthe chasm Mist wings crinkled, stretched again, |ike
onyx, like isinglass. The man reached up to where bl ack claws made an epaul et on his knotted
shoul der and caressed the grappling pads with a spatul ate thunb.

"Do you have any other nmate than your pet?"
Her small hand in his, she stepped out, following himat the length of their two arns.

W1l ow bough? Bird' s wing? Wnd in spring rushes? The Muse riffled his sensory store to equa
her face in gentleness. And failed.

Her eyes were the color of steel. Small breasts rose beneath the | aces of her vest, steady in
breath. Then steel glittered as she | ooked about. (She's a strong worman, thought Katin, who
coul d perceive such subtleties.)

Captain Von Ray folded his arms. "You two, and the beast on your shoul der?"
"W six pets, Captain, have," she said.

"As long as they're broken to ship, fine. But I'll jettison the first fluttering devil | trip
on."

"Fair, Captain," the man said. The slanted eyes in his ruddy face crinkled with a snile. Wth
his free hand now he grasped his opposite biceps and slid his fingers down the blond hair that
matted each forearm the back of each knuckle, till he held the woman's hand in both of his. They
were the couple who had played cards in the bar, the Muse realized. "Wen you us aboard want ?"

"An hour before dawn. M ship goes up to neet the sun. It's the Roc on Stage Seventeen. How do
your friends call you?"

"Sebastian." The beast beat on his gol den shoul der
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"Tyy." Its shadow crossed her face.

Captai n Von Ray bent his head and stared from beneath his rusty brows with tiger's eyes. "And
your enem es?"

The man | aughed. "Dammed Sebastian and his flapping black gillies."

Von Ray | ooked at the worman. And you?"

"Tyy." That, softly. "Still."

"You two" Von Ray turned to the twins. "Your nanes?"

"He's ldas -- " the albino said, and once nore put his hand on his brother's arm
" -- and he's Lynceos."

"And what woul d your enemies say if | asked them who you were?"

The dark twin shrugged. "Only Lynceos --
" -- and ldas."

"You?" Von Ray nodded toward the Muse.

"You can call me the Mouse if you're ny friend. You ny eneny, and you never know my nane."

Von Ray's lids fell halfway down the yellow balls as he | ooked at the tall one.

"Katin Crawford."” Katin surprised hinself by volunteering. "Wen ny enenies tell nme what they
call me, I'Il tell you, Captain Von Ray."

"We're on along trip," Von Ray said. "And you'll face enem es you didn't know you had. W're
runni ng agai nst Prince and Ruby Red. W fly a cargo ship out enpty and cone back -- if the wheels
of the nachine run right -- with a full hold. | want you to know this trip has been nade tw ce
before. Once it hardly got started. Once | got within sight of the goal. But the sight was too
much for some of ny crew. This tine | intend to go out, fill ny cargo hold, and come back."

"Where we for running are?" Sebastian asked. The creature on his shoul ders stepped from one foot
to the other, flapping to balance. |Its w ngspan was nearly seven feet. "Wat out there, Captain,
is?"

Von Ray threw up his head as though he could see his destination. Then he | ooked down slowy.
"Qut there ..."

The Mouse felt the skin on the back of his neck go funny, as though it were cloth and soneone had
just snagged a | oose end and ravel ed the fabric

"Somewhere out there," Von Ray said, "is a nova."
Fear ?
The Mouse for one nonent searched for stars and found Dan's ruined eye.

And Katin spun backward across the pits of many noons, his eyes bul ged beneath the faceplate while
somewher e, wonbward, a sun col |l apsed

"We're hunting a nova."

So that's real fear, the Muse thought. Mre than just the beast flapping in the chest, |urching
into the ribs.

It's the start of a mllion journeys, Katin reflected, with your feet stuck in the sane place.
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"W have to go to the flanming edge of that inploding sun. The whole continuumin the area of a
nova i s space that has been twi sted away. W have to go to the rim of chaos and bring back a

handful of fire, with as few stops as possible on the way. Were we're going all |aw has broken
down. "
"Which [ aw do you nean?" Katin asked. "Man's, or the natural |aws of physics, psychics, and

chem stry?”
Von Ray paused. "All of them"
The Mouse pulled the | eather strap across his shoulder and | owered the syrynx into its sack

"This is a race," Von Ray said. "I tell you again. Prince and Ruby Red are our opponents. There
is no human law | could hold themto. And as we near the nova, the rest break down."

The Mouse shook massed hair off his forehead. "It's going to be a changey trip, eh, Captain?"
The muscles in his brown face junmped, quivered, fixed finally on a grin to hold his trenbling.
Hi s hand, inside the sack, stroked the inlay on the syrynx. "A real changey trip." H's woolly
voice |licked at the danger. "Sounds like a trip I'll be able to sing about.” And |licked again
"About this ... handful of fire we're bringing back," Lynceos began

"A cargo hold full." Von Ray corrected. "That's seven tons. Seven slugs of a ton each."

Idas said: "You can't bring hone seven tons of fire --
" -- so what are we hauling, Captain?" Lynceos finished.

The crew waited. Those standing near the crew waited.

Von Ray reached up and kneaded his right shoul der

"I'llyrion," he said. "And we're getting it fromthe source.” H's hand fell. "G ve ne your
classification nunbers. After that, the next tine | want to see you is on the Roc an hour before
dawn. "

"Take a drink -- "

The Mouse pushed the hand away and kept dancing. Misic smashed over the netal chinmes while red
lights fled one another around the bar.

"Take a --

The Mouse's hips jerked against the nusic, Tyy jerked against him sw nging dark hair back froma
glistening shoulder. Her eyes were closed, her |ips shook

Soneone was saying to soneone else: "Here, | can't drink this. Finishit for nme."
She fl apped her hands, coming toward him Then the Muse blinked.

Tyy was beginning to flicker

He blinked agai n.

Then his saw Lynceos holding the syrynx in his white hands. Hi s brother stood behind him they
were |laughing. Real Tyy sat at a corner table shuffling her cards.

"Hey," the Muse said, and went over fast. "Look, don't fool with ny ax, please. |f you can play
it, fine. But ask me first."

"Yeah," Lynceos said. "You were the only one who could see it --
" -- it was on a directional beam" said ldas. "W're sorry."

"That's okay," the Muse said, taking his syrynx back. He was drunk and tired. He wal ked out of
the bar, meandered along the glowing lip of Hell3, finally to cross the bridge that |ed toward
St age Seventeen. The sky was black. As he ran his hand along the rail, his fingers and forearm
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were lit orange from beneat h.

Soneone was | eaning on the rail ahead of him

He sl owed.

Katin | ooked dream |y across the abyss, face devil-nmasked by underlight.

At first the Muse thought Katin was talking to hinself. Then he saw the jeweled contrivance in
hi s hand.

"Cut into the human brain," Katin told his recorder. "Centered between cerebrum and nmedull a you
will find a nerve cluster that resenbles a human figure only centimeters high. It connects the
sensory inpressions originating outside the brain with the cerebral abstractions form ng wthin.
It bal ances the perception of the world outside with the knowl edge of the world within.

"Cut through the |loose tangle of intrigues that net world to world -- "
"Hey, Katin."
Katin glanced at himas the hot air shook up fromthe | ava.

-- ties star systemto star system that keeps the Sol-centered Draco sector, the Pleiades

Federation, and the Quter Colonies each a single entity: you will find a whirl of diplomats,
el ected or self-appointed officials, honest or corrupt as their situations call for -- in short,
the governnental matrix that takes its shape fromthe worlds it represents. |Its functionis to

respond to and bal ance the social, econonmic, and cultural pressures that shift and run through
enpire.

"And if one could cut directly through a star, centered in the flam ng gas would be a bole of pure
nucl ear matter, condensed and volatile, crushed to this state by the weight of the matter around
it, spherical or oblate as the shape of the sun itself. During a solar disturbance, this center
carries vibrations fromthat disturbance directly through the nass of the star to cancel those
vibrations racing the tidal shift on the sun's surface.

"Qccasionally sonmet hing goes wong with the tiny bodi es bal anci ng the perceptual pressures on the
human brai n.

"Often the governnmental and diplomatic matrix cannot handle the pressures of the worlds they
govern.

"And when sonet hing goes wong with the bal ancing mechani sminside a sun, the dispersal of
incredi ble stellar power dephases into the titanic forces that nake a sun go nova -- "

"Katin?"

He switched off his recorder and | ooked at the Muse.
"What you doi ng?"

"Maki ng notes on ny novel ."

"Your what ?"

"Archaic art form superseded by the psychorama. Alas, it was capable of vanished subtleties, both
spiritual and artistic, that the nore inmediate formhas not yet equaled. |'m an anachroni sm
Mouse." Katin grinned. "Thanks for nmy job."

The Mouse shrugged. "What are you tal king about?"

"Psychol ogy." Katin put the recorder back in his pocket. "Politics, and Physics. The three
Ps."

"Psychol ogy?" the Mouse asked. "Politics?"
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"Can you read and wite?" Katin asked.

"Turki sh, Geek, and Arabic. But not too good in English. The letters don't have nothing to do
with the sounds you nake."

Katin nodded. He was a little drunk too. "Profound. That's why English was such a fine | anguage
for novels. But | oversinplify."

"What about psychol ogy and politics? | know the physics."

"Particularly,"” Katin said to the flowing, glowing strip of wet rock that wound two hundred neters
bel ow, "the psychol ogy and politics of our captain. They intrigue ne."

"What about thenP"

"Hi s psychology is, at this point, nmerely curious because it is unknown. | shall have a chance to
observe that as we progress. But the politics are gravid with possibilities."

"Yeah? What's that nean?”

Katin | ocked his fingers and bal anced his chin on a knuckle. "I attended an institution of higher
learning in the ruins of a once great country. A bit across the quad was a building called the
Von Ray Psycho-science Laboratory. It was a rather recent addition, from | would guess, a

hundred and forty years ago."
"Captain Von Ray?"

"Grandpa, | suspect. It was donated to the school in honor of the thirtieth anniversary of the
grant of sovereignty to the Pleiades Federation by the Draco Courts."

"Von Ray is fromout in the Pleiades? He don't talk like he is. Sebastian and Tyy, | could guess
fromthem Are you sure?"

"Hs fanmily holdings are there, certainly. He's probably spent tine all over the universe,
traveling in the style we would i ke to be accustoned to. How nuch would you bet he owns his own
cargo ship?"

"He's not working for some conpany conbi ne?"

"Not unless his fanmily owns it. The Von Rays are probably the nost powerful fanmily in the

Pl ei ades Federation. | don't know if Captain there is a kissing cousin |ucky enough to have the
same nane, or whether he's the direct heir and scion. But | do know that name is connected up
with the control and organi zation of the whol e Pleiades Federation; they're the sort of famly
with a sunmer honme in the Quter Colonies and a town house or two on Earth."

"Then he's a big man." The Muse spoke hoarsely.
Il|_b iS_"
"What about this Prince and Ruby Red he was tal ki ng about ?"

"Are you dense, or are you nerely a product of thirty-first-century over-specialization?" Katin
asked. "Sonetines | dream about a return of the great renaissance figures of the twentieth
century: Bertrand Russell, Susanne Langer, Pejt Davlin." He |ooked at the Muse. "W nakes
every drive systemyou can think of, interplanetary or interstellar?"

"Red-shift Limted -- " The Muse stopped. "That Red?"

"Were he not a Von Ray, | would assume he spoke of sonme other fanmily. Since heis, it is very
probabl e that he speaks of just those Reds.”

"Dam, " the Muse said. Red-shift was a |abel that appeared so frequently you didn't even notice
it. Red-shift made the conponents for all conceivable space drives, the tools for dismantling
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them the machines for servicing them replacenent parts.

"Red is an industrial famly with its roots in the dawn of space travel; it is very firnmy fixed
on Earth specifically, and throughout the Draco systemin general. The Von Rays are a not so old,
but powerful family of the Pleiades Federation. And they are nowin a race for seven tons of
Illyrion. Doesn't that make your political sensitivities quiver for the outcone?"

"Way should it?"

"To be sure,” Katin said, "the artist concerned with self-expression and a projection of his inner
worl d shoul d, above all things, be apolitical. But really, Mouse."

"What are you tal king about, Katin?"
"Mouse, what does Illyrion nmean to you?"

He considered. "An Illyrion battery nakes nmy syrynx play. | know they use it to keep this noon's
core hot. Doesn't it have sonething to do with the faster-than-1ight drive?"

Katin closed his eyes. "You are a registered, tested, conpetent cyborg stud, like ne, right?" On
"right," his eyes opened.

The Mouse nodded.

"Ch, for the rebirth of an educational system where understandi ng was an essential part of
know edge," Katin intoned to the flickering dark. "Were did you get your cyborg training,
anyway, Australia?"

"Um hm "

"Figures. Mouse, there is noticeably less Illyrion in your syrynx battery, by a factor of twenty
or twenty-five, than there is, let's say, radiumin the fluorescent paint on the nunerals of a
radiumdial watch. How |ong does a battery | ast?"

"They're supposed to go to fifty years. Expensive as hell."

"The Illyrion needed to keep this nmoon's core nolten is nmeasured in grams. The anount needed to
propel a starship is on the sane order. To quantify the anmount nmined and free in the Universe,
ei ght or nine thousand kilograms will suffice. And Captain Von Ray is going to bring back seven
tons!"

"l guess Red-shift would be pretty interested in that."
Kati n nodded deeply. "They mght."

"Katin, what is Illyrion? | used to ask, at Cooper, but they told me it was too conplicated for
me to understand.”

"Told ne the sane thing at Harvard," Katin said. "Psychophysics 74 and 75. | went to the
library. The best definition is the one given by Professor Plovnievsky in his paper presented at
Oxford in 2238 before the theoretical physics society. | quote: 'Basically, gentlenmen, Illyrion
is sonething else.' One wonders if it was a happy accident fromlack of facility with the

| anguage, or a profound understandi ng of English subtlety. The dictionary definition, | believe,
reads sonething like, ' ...general name for the group of trans three-hundred elenments with
psychonor phi ¢ properties, heterotropic with many of the comon el enents as well as the inaginary
series that exist between 107 and 255 on the periodic chart.' How s your subatomn c physics?"

"I am but a poor cyborg stud."

Katin raised a flickering brow "You know that as you nmount the chart of atom c nunbers past 98,
the el ements becone less and | ess stable, till we get to jokes like Einsteinum Californium
Fermiumwi th half lives of hundredths of a second -- and mounting further, hundredths of

t housandt hs of a second. The higher we go, the unstable. For this reason, the whole series

bet ween 100 and 298 were | abeled -- mislabeled -- the imaginary elements. They're quite real
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They just don't stay around very long. At 296 or thereabouts, however, the stability begins to go
up again. At three hundred we're back to a half-life neasurable in tenths of a second, and five
or six above that and we've started a whole new series of elenments with respectable half-Ilives
back in the mllions of years. These elenents have i mense nuclei, and are very rare. But as far
back as 1950, hyperons had been discovered, elementary particles bigger than protons and neutrons.
These are the particles that carry the binding energi es hol ding together these super nuclei, as
ordi nary nesons hold together the nucleus in nore faniliar elenents. This group of super-heavy,

super-stable el ements go under the general heading of Illyrion. And to quote again the em nent

Pl ovni evsky, 'Basically, gentlemen, Illyrion is sonething else.' As Wbster informs us, it is both
psychonor phi ¢ and heterotropic. | suppose that's a fancy way of saying Illyrion is many things to
many nen." Katin turned his back to the railing and folded his arns. "I wonder what it is to our
captai n?"

"What's heterotropic?"

"Muse," said Katin, "by the end of the twentieth century mankind had wi tnessed the tota
fragmentati on of what was then called 'nbdern science.' The continuumwas filled with quasars and
uni dentifiable radio sources. There were nore elenentary particles than there were el enents to be
created fromthem And perfectly durable conpounds that had been thought inpossible for years
were being forned left and right like Krl4, H4XeO6, RrF4; the noble gases were not so noble after

all. The concept of energy enbodied in the Einsteinian quantumtheory was about as correct, and
led to as many contradictions, as the theory three hundred years earlier that fire was a rel eased
liquid called phlogiston. The soft sciences -- isn't that a delightful name? -- had run anuck.

The experiences opened by psychedelics were nmaki ng everybody doubt everything anyway and it was a
hundred and fifty years before the whole ness was put back into some sort of coherent order by
those great nanes in the synthetic and integrative sciences that are too fanliar to both of us

for me to insult you by namng. And you -- who have been taught what button to push -- want nme --
who am the product of a centuries-old educational system founded not only on the inparting of
i nformati on, but a whole theory of social adjustment as well -- to give you a five-mnute run --

through of the devel opnent of human know edge over the last ten centuries? You want to know what
a heterotropic el enent is?"

"Captain says we got to be on board an hour before dawn," the Muse ventured.

"Never mind, never mind. | have a knack for this sort of extenporaneous synthesis. Now let ne
see. First there was the work of De Blau in France in two thousand, when he presented the first
clumsy scale and his basically accurate nethod for neasuring the psychic displacenment of
electrical -- "

"You're not helping." The Muse grunted. "I want to find out about Von Ray and Illyrion."

Wngs gentled the air. Black shapes settled. Hand in hand, Sebastian and Tyy cane up the
wal kway. Their pets scuttled about their feet, rose. Tyy pushed one away fromher arny it
soared. Two battled above Sebastian's shoul der for perch. One gave, and the satisfied beast
pul l ed his wings now, brushing the Oiental's blond head.

"Hey!" the Mouse rasped. "You going back to the ship now?"
"W go."
"Just a second. What does Von Ray nean to you? You know his name?"

Sebastian smled, and Tyy glanced at himwith gray eyes. "W fromthe Pl ei ades Federation are,"
Tyy said. "l and these beasts under the Dim Dead Sister, flock and master, born."

"The DOm Dead Sister?"

"The Pl ei ades used to be called the Seven Sisters in ancient tines because only seven of them

could be seen from Earth" Katin explained to the Mouse's frowmn. "A few hundred B.C. or so, one of
the visible stars went nova and out. There are cities now on the innernmost of its charred
planets. It's still hot enough to keep things habitable, but that's about all."

"A nova?" the Muse said. "Wat about Von Ray?"
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Tyy made an inclusive gesture. "Everything. Geat, good famly is."
"Do you know about this particular Captain Von Ray?" Katin asked.

Tyy shrugged.

"What about Illyrion?" the Muse asked. "Wuat do you know about that?"

Sebasti an squatted anong his pets. Wngs shed fromhim H's hairy hand went soothingly from head
to head. "Pleiades Federation none have. Draco system none either have." He frowned.

"Von Ray a pirate sone say," Tyy ventured

Sebasti an | ooked up sharply. "Von Ray great and good famly is! Von Ray fine is! That why we
with himgo."

Tyy, nore softly, her voice settling behind the gentle features: "Von Ray fine famly is."
The Mouse saw Lynceos approachi ng over the bridge. And ten seconds |later, |das.

"You two are fromthe Quter Col oni es?"

The twi ns stopped, shoul der brushing shoulder. Pink eyes blinked nmore than brown.

"From Argos," the pale twin said.
"Argos on Tubman B-12," specified the dark

"The Far Qut Col onies,"” Katin amended.

"What do you know about Illyrion?"

Idas leaned on the rail, frowned, then hoisted hinmself up so that he was sitting. "lllyrion?" He
spread his knees and dropped his knotted hands between. "W have Illyrion in the Quter Colonies."
Lynceos sat beside him "Tobias," he said. "W have a brother, Tobias." Lynceos noved on the
bar closer to dark ldas. "W have a brother in the Quter Col onies named Tobias." He glanced at

I das, coral eyes netted with silver. "In the Quter Colonies, where there is Illyrion." He held
his wists together, but with fingers opened, |ike petals on a calloused lily.

"The worlds in the Quter Colonies?" |Idas said. "Balthus -- with ice and nud-pits and Illyrion
Cassandra -- with glass deserts big as the oceans of Earth, and jungles of uncountable plants, al
blue, with frothing rivers of galenium and Illyrion. Salinus -- conbed through with nile-high

caves and canons, with a continent of deadly red nobss, and seas with towered cities built of the
tidal quartz on the ocean floor, and Illyrion -- "

-- The Quter Colonies are the worlds of stars nuch younger than the stars here in Draco, many
ti mes younger than the Pleiades," Lynceos put in.

"Tobias is in ... one of the Illyrion mnes on Tubman." |das said.

Their voices tensed; eyes stayed down, or |eaped to one another's faces. Wen black hands opened,
whi te hands cl osed.

"l das, Lynceos, and Tobias, we grew up in the dry, equatorial stones of Tubman at Argos, under
three suns and a red nmoon -- "

"-and on Argos too there is Illyrion. W were wild. They called us wild. Two black pearls and a
white, bouncing and brawling through the streets of Argos -- "

-- Tobias, he was black as ldas. | alone was white in the towmn -- "

" -- but no less wild than Tobias for his whiteness. And they say in wldness we, one night, out
of heads on bliss -- "
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-- the gold powder that collects in the rock crevices and when inhal ed nakes the eyes flicker
wi th unnaned col ors and new harnonies reel in the ear's hollow, and the mnd dilate -- "

-- on bliss, we made an effigy of the mayor of Argos, and fixed himwi th a clockwork flying
mechani sm and set him soaring about the city square, uttering satirical verses on the |eading
personages of the city -- "

-- for this we were banished fromArgos into the wilds of Tubman -- "
" -- and outside the town there is only one way to live, and that is to descend beneath the sea
and work off the days of disgrace in the submarine Illyrion nines -- "

-- and the three of us, who had never done anything in bliss but [augh and | eap, and had nocked
no one -- "

-- We were innocent --

-- we went into the mnes. There we worked in air masks and wet suits in the underwater m nes

of Argos, for a year --

-- a year on Argos is three nonths | onger than a year on Earth, with six seasons instead of four --

-- and at the beginning of our second, algae-tinted autum, we nade ready to | eave. But Tobias
woul d not go. Hi s hands had taken up the rhythns of the tides, the weight of ore becane a confort
on his palns -- "

-- so we left our brother in the Illyrion mnes, and canme up anong the stars, afraid -- "

-- you see, we are afraid that as our brother, Tobias, found sonmething that pulled himfromus
so one of us may find sonething that will divide the remaining two -- "

-- as we thought the three of us could never be divided."

| das | ooked at the Mouse. "And we are out of bliss."

Lynceos blinked. "That is what Illyrion means to us."

"Paraphrase," Katin said fromthe other side of the walk. "In the Quter Colonies, conprising to
date forty-two worlds and circa seven billion people, practically the entire popul ation at one
time or another has something to do with the direct acquisition of Illyrion. And | believe

approxi mately one out of three works in sonme facet of its devel opnent or production his entire
life."

"Those are the statistics,"” Idas said, "for the Far Quter Col onies."

Bl ack wi ngs rose as Sebastian stood and took Tyy's hand.

The Mouse scratched his head. "Well. Let's spit inthis river and get on to the ship."

The twins clinbed down fromthe rail. The Muse | eaned out over the hot ravine and puckered.

"What are you doi ng?"

"Spitting into Hel13. A gypsy's got to spit three tines in any river he crosses,"” the Muse
explained to Katin. "Qherw se, bad things."

"This is the thirty-first century we're living in. Wat bad things?"
The Mouse shrugged.
"I never spit in any river."

"Maybe it's just for gypsies.
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"I it kind of a cute idea is think," Tyy said, and | eaned across the railing beside Muse.
Sebastian | ooned at her shoul der. Above them one of the beasts was caught in a hot updraft and
flung into the dark.

"What that is?" Tyy frowned suddenly, pointing.
"\WWhere?" The Muse squi nted.

She pointed past himto the canon wall

"Hey!" Katin said. "That's the blind nman!"
"The one who busted up your playing!"

Lynceos pushed between them "He's sick." He narrowed his blood-colored eyes. "That nman there
is sick."

Denoned by the flickering, Dan reeled down the |edges toward the |ava.
"He'll burn up!" Katin joined them

"But he can't feel the heat!" the Miuse exclained. "He can't see -- he probably doesn't even
know "

I das, then Lynceos, pushed away fromthe rail and ran up the bridge.
"Come on!" the Mouse cried, follow ng.
Sebastian and Tyy cane after, with Katin at the rear

Ten neters below the rim Dan paused on a rock, arns before him preparing an infernal dive.

As they reached the head of the bridge -- the twins were already clinbing the rail -- a figure
appeared at the canon's |ips above the old nan.

"Dan!" Von Ray's face flaned as the |ight fanned him He vaulted. Shale struck from under his
sandal s and shattered before himas he crabbed down the slope. "Dan, don't -- "

Dan di d.

H s body caught on an outcropping sixty feet below, then spun on, out, and down.
The Mouse clutched the rail, bruising his stomach on the bar as he | eaned.

Katin was beside hima nonent afterward, |eaning even further

"Ahhh!" the Muse whispered and pulled back to avert his face.

Captai n Von Ray reached the rock fromwhich Dan had | eaped. He dropped to one knee, both fists on
the stone, staring over. Shapes fell at him (Sebastian's pets), rose again, casting no shadow.
The twi ns had stopped, |edges above him

Captain Von Ray stood. He |ooked up at his crew. He was breathing hard. He turned and nade his
way back up the sl ope.

"What happened?" Katin asked when they were all on the bridge again. "Wy did he ...?"

"I was talking with himjust a few ninutes before,” Von Ray explained. "He's crewed with ne for
years. But on the last trip, he was ... was blinded."

The big captain; the scarred captain. And how old would he be, the Muse wondered. Before, the
Mouse had put himat forty-five, fifty. But this confusion |lopped ten or fifteen years. The
captai n was aged, not ol d.
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"I had just told himthat | had made arrangenents for himto return to his hone in Australi a.
He' d turned around to go back across the bridge to the dornmitory where |I'd taken hima room |

gl anced back ... he wasn't on the bridge." The captain |ooked around at the rest of them "Cone
on to the Roc."

"l guess you'll have to report this to the Patrol,"” Katin said. Von Ray led themtoward the gate
to the take-off field, where Draco withed up and down his hundred-meter colum, in the darkness.

"There's a phone right here at the head of the bridge -- "

Von Ray's |l ook cut Katin off. "I want to |leave this rock. |If we call fromhere, they'll have
everybody wait around to tell his version in triplicate."

"l guess you can call fromthe ship," Katin suggested, "as we |eave."

For a nonent the Mouse doubted all over again his judgnment of the captain's age.
"There's nothing we can do for the sad fool ."

The Mouse cast an unconfortabl e gl ance down the chasm then followed along with Katin

Beyond the hot drafts, night was chill, and fog hung coronas on the induced-fluorescent |anps that
patterned the field.

Katin and the Mouse were at the group's tail
"1 wonder just what Illyrion neans to handsonme there," the Muse conmented softly.

Katin grunted and put his hands under his belt. After a nonent he asked, "Say, Muse what did you
mean about that old man and all his senses having been killed?"

"When they tried to reach the nova the last tine," the Muuse said, "he |ooked at the star too |ong
t hrough sensory input and all his nerve endings were seared. They weren't killed. They were
jamed into constant stimulation.” He shrugged. "Same difference. Alnost."

"Ch," Katin said, and | ooked at the pavenent.
Around them stood star-freighters. Between them the nuch smaller, hundred-neter shuttles.

After he'd thought awhile, Katin said: "Muse, has it occurred to you how much you have to | ose on
this trip?"

"Yeah."

"And you' re not scared?"

The Mouse grasped Katin's forearmwith his thin fingers. "l'mscared as hell,"” he rasped. He
shook his hair back to look up at his tall shipmate. "You know that? | don't like things |like
Dan. |'m scared.”

Chapter Three

Draco, Triton, Hell3, 3172

Sone stud had taken a black crayon and scrawl ed "d ga" across the vane-projector face.
"Ckay," the Muuse said to the machine. "You're Oga."

Purr and blink, three green lights, four red ones. The Muse began the tedi ous check of pressure
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di stribution and phase readi ngs.

To nove a ship faster than light fromstar to star, you take advantage of the very twists in
space, the actual distortions that matter creates in the continuumitself. To talk about the
speed of light as the limting velocity of an object is to talk about twelve or thirteen nmles an
hour as the limting velocity of a swnmer in the sea. But as soon as one starts to enploy the
currents of the water itself, as well as the wind above, as with a sailboat, the limt vanishes.
The starship had seven vanes of energy acting sonewhat like sails. Six projectors controlled by
conputers sweep the vanes across the night. And each cyborg stud controls a conputer. The
captain controls the seventh. The vanes of energy had to be tuned to the shifting frequencies of
the stasis pressures; and the ship itself was quietly hurled fromthis plane of space by the
energy of the Illyrionin its core. That was what O ga and her cousins did. But the control of
the shape and the angling of the vane was best left to a human brain. That was the Muse's job --
under the captain's orders. The captain also had bl anket control of many of the sub-vane
properties.

The cubicle's walls were covered with graffiti fromfornmer crews. There was a contour couch. The
Mouse adjusted the inductance slack in a row of seventy mcrofarad coil-condensers, slid the tray
into the wall, and sat.

He reached around to the snall of his back beneath his vest, and felt for the socket. |t had been
grafted onto the base of his spinal cord back at Cooper. He picked up the first reflex cable that
| ooped across the floor to disappear into the conputer's face, and fiddled with it till the twelve

prongs slipped into his socket and caught. He took the snaller, six-prong plug and slipped it
into the plug on the underside of his left wist; then the other into his right. Both radial
nerves were connected with O ga. At the back of his neck was another socket. He slipped the |ast
plug in -- the cable was heavy and tugged a little on his neck -- and saw sparks. This cable
could send inpulses directly to his brain that could bypass hearing and sight. There was a faint
hum comi ng through already. He reached over, adjusted a knob on Oga's face, and the hum cl eared
Ceiling, walls, and floor were covered with controls. The roomwas small enough so that he could
reach nost of them fromthe couch. But once the ship took off, he would touch none of them but
control the vane directly with the nervous inmpul ses fromhis body.

"I always feel like I"'mgetting ready for the Big Return," Katin's voice sounded in his ear. In
their cubicles throughout the ship, as they plugged thenselves in, the other studs joined contact.
"The base of the spine always struck ne as an unnatural place fromwhich to drag your unbilica
cord. It better be an interesting marionette show. Do you really know how to work this thing?"

"I'f you don't know by now," the Muse said, "too bad."
Idas: "This show s about Illyrion -- "

" -- Illyrion and a nova": Lynceos.

"Say, what are you doing with your pets, Sebastian?"
"A saucer of milk themfeed."

"Wth tranquilizers," Tyy's soft voice canme. "They now sl eep."
And |ights di nmed.

The captain hooked in. The graffiti, the scars on the walls, vanished. There were only the red
| i ghts chasing one another on the ceiling.

"A shook up go gane," Katin said, "with iridescent stones.” The Muse pushed his syrynx case
beneath the couch with his heel and | ay down. He straightened the cable under his back, beneath
hi s neck.

"Al'l secure?" Von Ray's voice rang through the ship. "Open the fore vanes."

The Mouse's eyes began to flicker with new sight --
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-- the space port: lights over the field, the lavid fissures of the crust fell to dim violet
qui verings at the spectrum s tip. But above the horizon, the 'winds' were brilliant.

"Pull open the side vane seven degrees."

The Mouse fl exed what woul d have been his left arm And the side vane |owered |ike a wi ng of
mca. "Hey, Katin," the Mouse whispered. "Ain't that sonething! Look at it -- "

The Mouse shivered, crouched in a shield of light. dga had taken over his breathing and
heartbeat while the synapses of the nmedulla were directed to the workings of the ship

"For Illyrion, and Prince and Ruby Red!" fromone of the tw ns.

"Hol d your vane!" the captain ordered.

"Katin | ook --

"Li e back and rel ax, Muse," Katin whispered. "I shall do just that and think about my past
life."

The void roared.
"You really feel like that, Katin?"

"You can be bored with anything if you try hard enough."

"You two, look up," fromVon Ray. They | ooked.

"Cut in stasis shifters."

A nmoment A ga's lights pricked his vision. And were gone; w nds swept against him And they were
cartwheeling fromthe sun

"CGood- bye, noon," Katin whispered.
And the noon fell into Neptune; Neptune fell into the sun. And the sun began to fall

Ni ght expl oded before them

Pl ei ades Federation, Ark, New Ark, 3148

What were the first things?

H s name was Lorq Von Ray and he lived at 12 Extol Park in the big house up the hill: New Ark (Nw
73), Ark. That was what you told sonmebody on the street if you should get |ost, and that person
woul d hel p you find hone. The streets of Ark were set with transparent wi nd shields, and the
evenings fromthe nonths of April to lunbra were blasted with colored funmes that snagged, ripped
free, and withed above the city on the crags of Tong. His name was Lorq Von Ray and he lived ..
Those were the childish things, the things that persisted, the first learned. Ark was the
greatest city in the Pleiades Federation. Mther and Father were inportant people and were often
away. Wen they were hone they tal ked of Draco, its capital world Earth; they tal ked of the
realignnent, the prospect of sovereignty for the Quter Colonies. They had guests who were senator
this, and representative that. After Secretary Mdrgan married Aunt Cyana, they canme to dinner and
Secretary Myrgan gave hima hol ogram map of the Pleiades Federation that was just |ike a regular
pi ece of paper, but when you | ooked at it under the tensor beam it was |ike [ooking through a

ni ght wi ndow with dots of light flickering at different distances, and nebul ous gases w ndi ng.
"You live on Ark, the second planet of that sun there,"” his father said, pointing down where Lorq
had spread the map over the rock table beside the glass wall. Qutside, spidery tilda trees
withed in the evening gale.

"Where's Earth?"
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Hi s father |aughed, |oud and alone, in the dining room "You can't see it on that map. It's just
the Pl ei ades Federation."

Morgan put his hand on the boy's shoulder. "I you a map of Draco next tinme bring." The
secretary, whose eyes were al nond-shaped, snil ed.

Lorqg turned to his father. "I want to go to Draco!" And then back to Secretary Morgan: "l sone
day to Draco want to go!" Secretary Mrgan spoke |like many of the people in his school at Causby;
Iike the people on the street who had hel ped himfind his way home when he had gotten | ost when he
was four (but not like his father or Aunt Cyana) and Mommy and Daddy had been so terribly upset
("We were so worried! W thought you' d been kidnapped. But you nustn't go to those cardpl ayers
on the street, even if they did bring you hone!"). His parents smled when he spoke like that to
them but they wouldn't snmile now, because Secretary Mrgan was a guest.

H s father hunphed. "A map of Draco! That's all he needs. O©h yes, Draco!”
Aunt Cyana | aughed; then Mther and Secretary Morgan | aughed too.

They lived on Ark but often they went on big ships to other worlds. You had a cabin where you
coul d pass your hand in front of colored panels and have anything to eat you wanted any tine, or
you coul d go down to the observation deck and watch the wi nds of the void translated to visible
patterns of |ight over the bubble ceiling, flailing colors anbng stars that drifted by -- and you
knew you were going faster and faster than anything.

Sonetinmes his parents went to Draco, to Earth, to cities called New York and Peking. He wondered
when they woul d take him

But every year, the last week in Saluary, they would go on one of the great ships to another world

that was also not on the map. It was called New Brazillia and was in the Quter Colonies. He
lived in New Brazillia too, on the island of Sao Orini, because his parents had a house there near
the m ne.

Quter Colonies, New Brazillia, Sao Oini, 3149

The first time he heard the names Prince and Ruby Red it was at the Sao Orini house. He was |lying
in the dark, screamng for |ight.

Hi s nother cane at |ast, pushed away the insect netting (it wasn't needed because the house had
sonics to keep away the tiny red bugs that occasionally bit you outside and nade you feel funny
for a few hours, but Mther liked to be safe). She lifted him "Shhh! Shhh! It's all right.
Don't you want to go to sleep? Tonorrowis the party. Prince and Ruby will be here. Don't you
want to play with Prince and Ruby at the party?" She carried himaround the nursery, stopping to
push the wall switch by the door. The ceiling began to rotate till the polarized pane was
transparent. Through the palmfronds |apping the roof, twin noons splattered orange light. She
laid himback in the bed, caressed his rough, red hair. After a while she started to |eave.

"Don't turn it off, Mmmy!"

Her hand fell fromthe switch. She smiled at him He felt warm and rolled over to stare through
the neshed fronds at the noons,

Prince and Ruby Red were coning fromEarth. He knew that his nmother's parents were on Earth, in a
country called Senegal. His father's great-grandparents were also fromEarth, from Norway. Von
Rays, blond and bl ustering, had been speculating in the Pleiades now for generations. He wasn't
sure what they specul ated, but it nust have been successful. Hs fanmily owned the Illyrion mne
that operated just beyond the northern tip of Sao Orini. H's father occasionally joked with him
about making himthe little foreman of the mnes. That's what "specul ation" probably was. And
the nmoons were drifting away; he was sl eepy.

He did not renmenber being introduced to the blue-eyed, black-haired boy with the prosthetic right
arm nor his spindly sister. But he recalled the three of them-- hinself, Prince, and Ruby --
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pl ayi ng together the next afternoon in the garden
He showed them the place behind the banboo where you could clinb up into the carved stone nouths.
"What are those?" Prince asked.

"Those are the dragons," Lorqg expl ai ned.

"There aren't any dragons," Ruby said.
"Those are dragons. That's what Father says."

"Ch." Prince caught his false hand over the lower |lip and hoisted hinself up. "What are they
for?"

"You clinmb up in them Then you can clinb down again. Father says the people who lived here
before us carved them™

"Who lived here before?" Ruby asked. "And what did they want with dragons? Help nme up, Prince.”

"I think they're silly." Prince and Ruby were now both standi ng between the stone fangs above
him (Later he would | earn that "the people who had |lived here before" were a race extinct in the
Quter Col onies for twenty thousand years; their carvings had survived, and on these ruined
foundati ons, Von Ray had erected this mansion.)

Lorq sprang for the jaw, got his fingers around the lower lip, and started scranbling. "Gve nme a
hand?"

"Just a second," Prince said. Then, slowy, he put his shoe on Lorq's fingers and mashed.
Lorqg gasped and fell back on the ground, clutching his hand.

Ruby gi ggl ed.

"Hey!" Indignation throbbed, confusion welled. Pain beat in his knuckl es.

"You shoul dn't nake fun of his hand," Ruby said. "He doesn't like it."

"Huh?" Lorq | ooked at the metal and plastic claw directly for the first time. "I didn't nake fun
of it!"

"Yes you did," Prince said evenly. "I don't like people who nake fun of ne."

"But I -- " Lorq's seven-year-old mnd tried to conprehend this irrationality. He stood up again.

"What's wong with your hand?"

Prince lowered hinself to his knees, reached out, and swung at Lorq's head.

"Watch -- !" He | eaped backward. The nmechanical |inb had noved so fast the air hissed
"Don't talk about ny hand any nore! There's nothing wong! Nothing at all!"

"I'f you stop making fun of him" Ruby comented, |ooking at the rugae on the roof of the stone
mouth, "he'll be friends with you."

"Well, all right," Lorq said warily.
Prince smled. "Then we'll be friends now" He had very pale skin and his teeth were snall
"Al right," Lorqg said. He decided he didn't |ike Prince.

"If you say sonething like, 'let's shake on it,"
t hough you're bigger than he is."

Ruby said, "he'll beat you up. And he can, even

O Ruby either
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"Come on up," Prince said.
Lorqg clinbed into the nouth beside the other two children
"Now what do we do?" Ruby asked. "dinb down?"

"You can | ook into the garden fromhere," Lorq said. "And watch the party."
"Who wants to watch an old party," Ruby said.
"l do," said Prince

"Ch," Ruby said. "You do. Well, all right then." Beyond the banboo, the guests wal ked in the
garden. They |l aughed gently, talked of the |atest psychorama, politics, drank fromlong gl asses.
Hi s father stood by the fountain, discussing with several people his feelings about the proposed

sovereignty of the Quter Colonies -- after all, he had a hone out here and had to have his finger
on the pulse of the situation. It was the year that Secretary Mdrrgan had been assassi nated.
Though Underwood had been caught, there were still theories going around as to which faction was

responsi bl e.

A woman with silver hair flirted with a young couple who had conme with Anbassador Selvin, who was
al so a cousin. Aaron Red, a portly, proper gentlenman, had cornered three young | adies and was
pontificating on the noral degeneration of the young. Mdther noved through the guests, the hem of
her red dress brushing the grass, followed by the humm ng buffet. She paused here and there to

of fer canapes, drinks, and her opinion of the new realignnent proposal. Now, after a year of
phenomenal popul ar success, the intelligentsia had accepted the Tohu-bohus as legitimte nusic;
the jarring rhythms tunbl ed across the lawn. A light sculpture in the corner twi sted, flickered,
grew with the tones.

Then his father let out a boom ng | augh that nade everyone |ook. "Listen to this! Just hear what
Lusuna has said to me!" He was hol ding the shoul der of a university student who had cone with the
young couple. Von Ray's bluster had apparently pronpted the young nan to argunent. Fat her
gestured for himto repeat.

"I only said that we live in an age where economc, political, and technol ogi cal change have
shattered all cultural tradition."

"My Lord," laughed the woman with silver hair, "is that all?"
"No, no!" Father waved his hand. "W have to listen to what the younger generation thinks. o
on, sir."

"There's no reservoir of national, or world solidarity, even on Earth, the center of Draco. The
past hal f dozen generations have seen such novement of peoples fromworld to world, there can't be
any. This pseudo-interplanetary society that has replaced any real tradition, while very
attractive, is totally hollow and nmasks an incredible tangle of decadence, schem ng, corruption --

"Real |y, Lusuna," the young wife said, "your Scholarship is showing." She had just taken anot her
drink at the pronpting of the woman with the silver hair.

" -- and piracy."
(Wth the last word, even the three children crouching in the nouth of the carved lizard could
tell fromthe | ooks passing on the guests' faces that Lusuna had gone too far.)

Mot her came across the | awn, the bottom of her red sheath brushing back fromgilded nails. She
hel d her hands out to Lusuna, smiling. "Cone, let's continue this social dissection over dinner.
We're having a totally corrupt nangobongoou with untraditional |loso ye nbiji a nmeza, and
scat hi ngly decadent npati a nsengo." H s nother always nade the old Senegal dishes for parties.
"And if the oven cooperates, we'll end up with dreadfully pseudo-interplantary tiba yoka flanmbe."

The student | ooked around, realized he was supposed to snile, and did one better by |aughing.
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Wth the student on her arm Mdther [ed everyone into dinner -- "Didn't soneone tell me you had
won a scholarship to Draco University at Centauri? You nust be quite bright. You're fromEarth,
I gather fromyour accent. Senegal? Well! So aml. Wat city ...?" And Father, relieved,

brushed back oak-colored hair and followed everyone into the jalousied dining pavilion
On the stone tongue, Ruby was saying to her brother, "I don't think you should do that."
"Way not?" said Prince.

Lorqg | ooked back at the brother and sister. Prince had picked up a stone fromthe floor of the
dragon's nouth in his nmechanical hand. Across the lawn stood the aviary of white cockatoos Mt her
had brought from Earth on her last trip.

Prince ainmed. Metal and plastic blurred.

Forty feet away, birds screaned and exploded in the cage. As one fell to the floor, Lorq could
see, even at this distance, blood in the feathers.

"That's the one | was ainmng for." Prince sniled.

"Hey," Lorq said. "Mdther's not going to He | ooked again at the nechani cal appendage

strapped to Prince's shoul der over the stunp. "Say, you throw better with -- "
"Watch it." Prince's black brows | owered on chipped blue glass. "I told you not to make fun of
my hand, didn't 1?" The hand drew back, and Lorq heard the notors -- whirr, click, whirr -- in

wri st and el bow.

"I't's not his fault he was born that way," Ruby said. "And it's inpolite to make remarks about
your guests. Aaron says you're all barbarians out here anyway, doesn't he, Prince?"

"That's right." He |owered his hand.

A voi ce cane over the | oudspeaker into the garden. "Children, where are you? Cone in and get
your supper. Hurry."

They clinbed down and went out through the banboo.

Lorg went to bed still excited by the party. He |lay under the doubl ed shadows of the pal ns above
the nursery ceiling, transparent fromthe ni ght before.

A whisper: "Lorqg!"
And: "Shhh! Don't be so loud, Prince."”
More softly: "Lorqg?"

He pushed back the netting and sat up in bed. Inbedded in the plastic floor, tigers, elephants;
and nonkeys gl owed. "Wat do you want?"

"W heard them | eaving through the gate." Prince stood in the nursery doorway in his shorts.
"Where did they go?"

"We want to go too," Ruby said fromher brother's el bow.
"Where did they go?" Prince asked again.

"Into town." Lorq stood up and padded across the gl owi ng nenagerie. "Mnmmy and Daddy al ways take
their friends down into the village when they come for the holidays."

"What do they do?" Prince | eaned against the janb.
"They go ... well, they go into town." \here ignorance had been, curiosity cane to fill it.

"We jimmed the baby sitter," said Ruby.
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"You don't have a very good one; it was easy. Everything is so old-fashioned out here. Aaron
says only Pl ei ades barbarians could think it quaint to live out here. Are you going to take us to
go see where they went?"

"well, 1o
"W want to go," said Ruby.
"Don't you want to go see too?"

"Al'l right." He had planned to refuse. "I have to put ny sandals on." But childish curiosity to
see what adults did when children were not about was marking foundations on which adol escent, and
| ater, adult consciousness woul d stand.

The garden |isped about the gate. The |ock always opened to Lorq's handprint during the day, but
he was still surprised when it swing back now.

The road threaded into the noist night.

Past the rocks and across the water one | ow noon turned the mainland into a tongue of ivory

| apping at the sea. And through the trees, the lights of the village went off and on like a
conmput er checkboard. Rocks, chal ky under the high, snaller noon, edged the roadway. A cactus
rai sed spi ky paddl es to the sky.

As they reached the first of the town's cafes, Lorq said "hello" to one of the mners who sat at a
tabl e outside the door.

"Little Senhor."™ The m ner nodded back.
"Do you know where nmy parents are?" Lorq asked.

"They canme by here," he shrugged, "the ladies with the fine clothes, the nen in their vests and
their dark shirts. They cane by, half an hour ago, an hour."

"What | anguage is he tal king?" Prince demanded.
Ruby gi ggl ed. "You understand that?"

Anot her realization hit Lorqg; he and his parents spoke to the people of Sao Orini with a
completely different set of words than they spoke to each other and their guests. He had | earned
the slurred dialect of Portuguese under the blinking lights of a hypno-teacher sometime in the fog
of early chil dhood.

"Where did they go?" he asked again.

The miner's nane was Tavo; for a nonth |ast year when the m ne shut down, he had been plugged into
one of the clanking gardeners that had | andscaped the park behind the house. Dull grown-ups and
bright children forma particularly tolerant friendship. Tavo was dirty and stupid; Lorq accepted
this. But his nother had put an end to the relation when, |ast year, he cane back fromthe
village and told how he had watched Tavo kill a man who had insulted the mner's ability to drink

"Come on, Tavo. Tell ne where they went?"
Tavo shrugged.
I nsects beat about the illum nated |letters over the cafe door

Crepe paper left fromthe Sovereignty Festival, blew fromthe awning posts. It was the
anni versary of Pl eiades Sovereignty, but the miners celebrated it out here both in hope for their
own and for Mther and Father

"Does he know where they went?" Prince asked.

Tavo was drinking sour mlk froma cracked cup along with his rum He patted his knee and Lorq,
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gl ancing at Prince and Ruby, sat down.

Brot her and sister | ooked at each other uncertainly.

"You sit down too," Lorq said. "On the chairs."”

They did.

Tavo offered Lorq his sour mlk. Lorq drank half of it, then passed it to Prince. "You want
some?"

Prince raised the cup to his nmouth, then caught the snmell. "You drink this?" He winkled his

face and set the cup down sharply.

Lorq picked up the glass of rum "Wuld you prefer ...?" But Tavo took the glass out of his
hand. "That's not for you, Little Senhor."

"Tavo, where are ny parents?"

"Back up in the woods, at Al onza's."
"Take us, Tavo?"

"Who?"

"W want to go see them"™

Tavo deliberated. "W can't go unless you have noney." He roughed Lorqg's hair. "Hey, Little
Senhor, you have any nobney?"

Lorg took out the few coins fromhis pocket. "Not enough."”

"Prince, do you or Ruby have any noney?" Prince had two pounds @g in his shorts.

"Gve it to Tavo."

"Ny 2"

"So he'll take us to see our parents.”

Tavo reached across and took the noney fromPrince, then raised his eyebrows at the anmount,
"WIIl he give this to nme?"

"If you take us," Lorqg told him

Tavo tickled Lorqgq's stomach. They |aughed. Tavo folded one bill and put it in his pocket. Then

he ordered another rumand sour mlk. "The mlk is for you. Sone for your friends?"
"Come on, Tavo. You said you'd take us."

"Be quiet,’
in at work tonorrow norning." He tapped the socket on one wist.

Lorqg put salt and pepper in the mlk and sipped it.
"I want to try sone," Ruby said.

"It snells awful," said Prince, "You shouldn't drink it. |Is he going to take us?"
Tavo gestured to the owner of the cafe. "Lots of people up at Al onza's tonight?"
"I't's Friday night, isn't it?" said the owner.

"The boy wants ne to take himup there," said Tavo, "for the evening."
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"You're taking Von Ray's boy up to Al onza's?" The owner's purple birthmark crinkl ed.

"H s parents are up there." Tavo shrugged. "The boy wants ne to take them He told ne to take
them you know? And it will be nmore fun than sitting here and swatting redbugs.” He bent down,
tied the thongs of his discarded sandal s together, and hung them around his neck. "Cone on,

Little Senhor. Tell the one-arned boy and the girl to behave."

At the reference to Prince's arm Lorq junped.

"We are going now. "

But Prince and Ruby didn't understand.

"We're going," Lorqg explained. "Up to Alonza's.

"What's Al onza' s?"

"I's that like the places Aaron is always taking those pretty wonen in Peking?"

"They don't have anything out here like in Peking," Prince said. "Silly. They don't even have
anything like Paris."

Tavo reached down and took Lorq's hand. "Stay close. Tell your friends to stay close too."
Tavo's hand was all sweat and callus. The jungle chuckled and hi ssed over them

"Where are we goi ng?" Prince asked.

"To see Mother and Father." Lorq's voice sounded uncertain. "To Alonza's."

Tavo | ooked over at the word and nodded. He pointed through the trees, dappled wi th doubl e noons.
"Is it far, Tavo?"

Tavo just cuffed Lorqg's neck, took his hand again, and went on

At the top of the hill, a clearing: light seeped beneath the edge of a tent. A group of nmen joked
and drank with a fat woman who had cone out for air. Her face and shoul ders were wet. Her
breasts gl eaned before falling under the orange print. She kept twi ddling her braid.

"Stay," whispered Tavo. He pushed his children back

"Hey, why -- "

"W have to stay here," Lorqg translated for Prince who had stepped forward after the mner
Prince | ooked around, then canme back and stood by Lorqg and Ruby.

Joining the nen, Tavo intercepted the raffia-covered bottle as it swng fromarmto arm "Hey,
Al onza, are the Senhores Von Ray ...?" He thunbed toward the tent.

"Sonetines they cone up. Sonetines they bring their guests with them" Al onza said. "Sonetines
they like to see -- "

"Now, " Tavo said. "Are they here now?"
She took the bottle and nodded.
Tavo turned and beckoned the children

Lorqg, followed by the wary siblings, went to stand beside him The nmen went on talking in blurry
voi ces that undercut the shrieks and |laughter fromthe tarpaulin. The night was hot. The bottle
went around three nore tines. Lorq and Ruby got some. And the last tinme Prince nmade a face, but
drank too.

Finally Tavo pushed Lorq's shoulder. "lnside."

file:/lIF|/rah/Samuel%20R.%20Delaney/Delany,%20Samuel%20R%20-%20Nova.TXT (31 of 146) [8/27/03 11:45:15 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Samuel %20R.%20D el aney/Del any,%20Samuel %620R%20-%20Nova. TX T

Tavo had to duck under the low door. Lorq was the tallest of the children and the top of his head
just brushed the canvas.

A lantern hung fromthe center pole: harsh glare on the roof, harsh light in the shell of an ear
on the rins of nostrils, on the lines of old faces. A head fell back in the crowd, expelling

| aughter and expletives. A wet nouth glistened as a bottle neck dropped. Loose, sweaty hair.
Over the noise, sonebody was ringing a bell. Lorq felt excitenment tingling in his pal ns.

Peopl e began to crouch. Tavo squatted. Prince and Ruby did too. So did Lorqg, but he held on to
Tavo's wet collar.

In the pit, a man in high boots tranped back and forth, motioning the crom to sit.

On the other side, behind the rail, Lorq suddenly recognized the silver-haired wonan. She was
| eani ng on the shoul der of the Senegal ese student, Lusuna. Her hair stuck to her forehead Iike
confused and tw sted knives. The student had opened his shirt. H s vest was gone

The pitman shook the bell rope again. A piece of down had fallen on his gleanm ng arm and adhered,
even as he waved and shouted at the crowd; now he rapped his brown fist on the tin wall for
sil ence.

Money was wedged between the boards of the rail. The wagers were jamed between the planks. As
Lorqg | ooked along the rail, he saw the young couple further dowmn. He was |eaning over, trying to
poi nt out sonething to her.

The pitman stanped across the mash of scales and feather. His boots were black to the knees.
When the people were nearly quiet, he went to the near side of the pit where Lorqg couldn't see,
bent down- A cage door slamed back. Wth a yell, the pitman vaulted onto the fence and grabbed
the center post. The spectators shouted and surged up. Those squatting began to stand. Lorg
tried to push forward.

Across the pit, he saw his father rise, streanming face tw sted bel ow bl ond hair; Von Ray shook his
fist toward the arena. Mdther, hand at her neck, pressed against him Anbassador Selvin was
trying to push between two miners shouting at the rail.

"There's Aaron!" Ruby excl ai ned.
"No!" fromPrince

But now there were so nmany peopl e standing, Lorq could no | onger see anything. Tavo stood up and
began to shout for people to sit, till soneone passed hima bottle

Lorg noved left to see; then right when the Ieft was bl ocked. Unfocused excitenent pounded in his
chest .

The pitman stood on the railing above the crowd. Junping, he had struck the lantern with his
shoul der so that shadows staggered on the canvas. Leaning against the pole, he frowned at the
swayi ng |ight, rubbed his bulging arms. Then he noticed the fluff. Carefully he pulled it off,
then began to search his matted chest, his shoul ders.

The noi se exploded at the pit's edge, halted, then roared. Sonmebody was waving a vest in the air.
The pitman, finding nothing, |eaned against the pole again

Excited, fascinated, at the sane time Lorq was slightly ill with rumand stench. "Cone on," he
shouted to Prince, "let's go up where we can see!"”

"I don't think we ought to," Ruby said.
"Way not!" Prince took a step forward. But he | ooked scared.

Lorq barged ahead of him
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Then someone caught himby the armand he whirled around. "What are you doing out here?" Von
Ray, angry and confused, was breathing hard. "Wo told you you could bring those children up
here! ™"

Lorqg | ooked around for Tavo. Tavo was not there.

Aaron Red cane up behind his father. "I told you we should have | eft sonebody with them Your
baby sitters are so ol d-fashi oned out here. Any clever child could fix it!"

Von Ray turned briskly. "OCh, the children are perfectly all right. But Lorq knows he's not
supposed to go out in the evening by hinsel f!"

"Il take them hone," Mther said, coming up. "Don't be upset, Aaron. They're all right. |'m
terribly sorry, really I am"™ She turned to the children. "Watever possessed you to come out
her e?"

The m ners had gathered to watch.
Ruby began to cry.
"Dear me, now what's the matter?" Nbther | ooked concerned.

"There's nothing wong with her,"” Aaron Red said. "She knows what's going to happen when | get
her home. They know when they do wong."

Ruby, who hadn't thought about what was going to happen at all, began to cry in earnest.

"Way don't we tal k about this tonorrow norning." NMther cast Von Ray a despairing glance. But
Fat her was too upset by Ruby's tears and chagrined by Lorq's presence to respond.

"Yes, you take them honme, Dana.” He |ooked up to see the miners watching. "Take them hone now.
Come, Aaron, you needn't worry yourself."

"Here," Modther said. "Ruby, Prince, give ne your hands. Come, Lorq, we're going right -- "
Mot her had extended her hands to the children

Then Prince reached with his prosthetic arm and yanked - Mther screaned, staggered forward,
beating at his wist with her free hand. Metal and plastic fingers |ocked her own.

"Prince!" Aaron reached for him but the boy ducked away, tw sted, then dodged across the floor.

Mot her went to her knees on the dirt floor, gasping, letting out tiny sobs. Father caught her by
the shoul ders. "Dana! What did he do? What happened?" Mther shook her head.

Prince ran strai ght agai nst Tavo.
"Catch him" Father shouted in Portuguese.
And Aaron bell owed, "Prince!"

At the word, resistance |left the boy; he sagged in Tavo's arns, face white.

Mot her was on her feet now, grimacing on Father's shoul der.
Lorqg heard her say.

...and one of ny white birds ...

"Prince, conme here!" Aaron conmanded.
Prince wal ked back, his novenents jerky and el ectric.

"Now, " Aaron said. "You go back to the house with Dana. She's sorry she nmentioned your hand.
She didn't nean to hurt your feelings."

Mot her and Fat her | ooked at Aaron, astounded. Aaron Red turned to them He was a small man. The
only thing red about himLorq could see were the corners of his eyes. "You see -- Aaron | ooked
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tired -- "1 never nention his deformity. Never." He |ooked upset. "I don't want himto fee
inferior. | don't let anyone point himout as different at all. You rmust never talk about it in
front of him you see. Not at all."

Father started to say something. But the initial enbarrassment of the evening had been his.

Mot her | ooked back and forth between the two nen, then at her hand. It was cradled in her other
pal m and she made stroking notions. "Children," she said. "Conme with nme."

"Dana, are you sure that you're --

Mot her cut himoff with a look. "Come with ne, children," she repeated. They left the tent.

Tavo was outside. "I go with you, Senhora. | will go back to the house with you, if you w sh."
"Yes, Tavo," Modtther said. "Thank you." She held her hand agai nst the stomach of her dress.
"That boy with the iron hand." Tavo shook his head. "And the girl, and your son. | brought them

here, Senhora. But they asked nme to, you see. They told nme to bring them here."
"l understand,” Mther said.

They didn't go down through the jungle this tinme, but took the wider road that | ed past the | aunch
fromwhere the aquaturbs took the nmners to the undersea mnes. The high forns swayed in the
wat er, casting doubl e shadows on the waves.

As they reached the gate of the park, Lorg was suddenly sick to his stomach. "Hold his head,
Tavo," Mother instructed. "See, this excitenent isn't good for you, Lorq. And you were drinking
that mlk again. Do you feel any better?"

He hadn't nentioned the rum The snell in the tent, as well as the odor that |ingered around Tavo
kept his secret. Prince and Ruby watched hi mquietly, glancing at one another

Upstairs Mdther got the sitter back in order, and secured Prince and Ruby in their room Finally
she came into the nursery.

"Does your hand still hurt, Mmy?" he asked fromthe pillow

"It does. Nothing's broken, though | don't know why not. |'mgoing to get the medico-unit soon
as | |eave you."

"They wanted to go!" Lorq blurted. "They said they wanted to see where you all had gone."

Mot her sat down on the bed and began to rub his back with her good hand. "And didn't you want to
see too, just alittle bit?"

"Yes," he said, after a nonent.

"That's what | thought. How does your stomach feel? | don't care what they say, | still don't
see how that sour nilk could be any good for you."

He still hadn't nentioned the rum
"You go to sleep now " She went to the nursery door
He renmenbered her touching the switch

He renenbered a noon darkeni ng through the rotating roof.

Pl ei ades Federation, Ark, New Ark, 3162
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Lorqg al ways associated Prince Red with the coming and going of Iight.

He was sitting naked by the sw mmng pool on the roof, reading for his petrol ogy exam when the
purple | eaves at the rock entrance shook. The skylight humred with the gale outside; the towers
of Ark, vaned to glide in the wind, were distorted behind the glittering frost.

"Dad!" Lorqg snapped off the reader and stood up. "Hey, | cane in third in senior nmathematics.
Third!"
Von Ray, in fur-rinmmed parka stepped through the |eaves. "And | suppose you call yourself

studying now. Wuldn't it be easier in the library? How can you concentrate up here with al
this distraction?"

"Petrol ogy," Lorqg said, holding up his note-recorder. "I don't really have to study for that.
I've got honors already."”

Only in the last few years had Lorq learned to relax under his parents' demand for perfection
Havi ng | earned, he had discovered that the demands were now ritual and phatic, and gave way to
conmmuni cation if they were allowed to ride out.

"Ch," his father said. "You did." Then he smled. The frost on his hair turned to water as he
unl aced his parka. "At |east you've been studying instead of crawling through the bowel s of
Cal i ban. ™

"Which reminds ne, Dad. |'ve registered her in the New Ark Regatta. WII| you and Mdther go up to

see the finish?"

"If we can. You know Mot her hasn't been feeling too well recently. This past trip was a little
rough. And you worry her with your racing."

"Way? | haven't let it interfere with nmy school work."

Von Ray shrugged. "She thinks it's dangerous.” He laid the parka over the rock. "W read about
your prize at Trantor last nonth. Congratulations. She may worry about you, but she was as proud
as a partridge when she could tell all those stuffy club wonen you were her son."

"I wish you d been there."

"W wanted to be. But there was no way to cut a nmonth off the tour. Cone, |'ve got sonething to
show you. "

Lorq followed his father along the streamthat curled fromthe pool. Von Ray put his arm around
his son's shoul der as they started the steps that dropped beside the waterfall into the house. At

their weight, the steps began to escal ate.

"W stopped on Earth, this trip. Spent a day with Aaron Red. | believe you met hima long tine
ago. Red-shift Limted?"

"Qut on New Brazillia," Lorq said. "At the mne."

"Do you renmenber that far back?" The stairs flattened and carried them across the conservatory.
Cockat oos sprung fromthe brush, beat against the transparent wall where snow |l ay outside the
bottom panes, then settled in the bl oodfl owers, knocking petals to the sand. "Prince was with
him A boy your age, perhaps a little older." Lorq had been vaguely aware of Prince's doings
over the years as a child is aware of the activity of the children of parents' friends. Sone tine
back, Prince had changed schools four tines very rapidly, and the runor that had filtered to the
Pl ei ades was that only the fortunes of Red-shift, Ltd., kept the transfers from being openly

| abel ed expul si on.

"I remenber him" Lorq said. "He only had one arm"

"He wears a black glove to the shoulder with a jewel ed arnband at the top, now. He's a very
i mpressive young nman. He said he renmenbered you. You two got into sonme mischief or other back
then. He, at |east, seens to have qui eted down sone."
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Lorqg shrugged fromunder his father's armand stepped onto the white rugs that scattered the
wi nter garden. "Wat do you want to show ne?"

Fat her went to one of the viewing colums. It was a transparent colum four feet thick supporting
the clear roofing with a capital of floral glass. "Dana, do you want to show Lorg what you
brought for hin®"

"Just a monent." His nother's figure formed in the colum. She was sitting in the swan chair.
She took a green cloth fromthe table beside her and opened it on the quilted brocade of her | ap.

"They're beautiful!" Lorq claimed. "Were did you find heptodyne quartz?"

The stones, basically silicon, had been formed at geol ogical pressures so that in each crystal
about the size of a child's fist, light flowed along the shattered blue lines within the jagged
forns.

"l picked them up when we stopped at Cygnus. W were staying near the Expl oding Desert of Krall
We could see it flashing fromour hotel wi ndow beyond the walls of the city. It was quite as
spectacular as it's always described. One afternoon when your father was off in conference, |
took the tour. Wien | saw them | thought of your collection and bought these for you."

"Thanks." He snmiled at the figure in the colum.

Nei t her he nor his father had seen his nother in person for four years. Victimof a degenerative
ment al and physical disease that often left her totally incomrunicative, she had retired to her
suite in the house with her nedicines, her diagnostic conmputers, her cosnetics, her gravotherny

and readi ng machi nes. She -- or nore often one of her androids programred to her general response
pattern -- woul d appear in the view ng colums and present a senbl ance of her normal appearance
and personality. 1In the same way, through android and tel erama report, she "acconpani ed" Von Ray

on his business travels, while her physical presence was confined in the nasked, isolate chanbers
that no one was allowed to enter except the psychotechnician who cane quietly once a nonth.

"They're beautiful," he repeated, stepping closer.

"I''ll leave themin your roomthis evening." She picked one up with dark fingers and turned it
over. "I find themfascinating nyself. Al nost hypnotic."

"Here." Von Ray turned to one of the other colums. "I have sonething else to show you. Aaron
had apparently heard of your interest in racing, and knew how well you were doing." Something was
formng in the second colum. "Two of his engineers had just devel oped a new ion-coupler. They
told us it was too sensitive for comercial use and wouldn't be profitable for themto manufacture
on any large scale. But Aaron said the response | evel would be excellent for small-scale racing
craft. | offered to buy it for you. He wouldn't hear of it; he's sent it to you as a gift."

"He did?" Lorq felt excitement |ap above surprise. "Wiere is it?"

In the colum a crate stood on the corner of a loading platform The fence of Nea Limani Yacht

Basin di minished in the distance between the guide towers. "Over at the field?" Lorqg sat down in
t he green hamock hanging fromthe ceiling. "Good! [I'Il look at it when | go down this evening
| still have to get a crew for the race."

"You just pick your crew from peopl e hanging around the spacefiel d?" Mdther shook her head
"That al ways worries ne."

"Mom people who like racing, kids who are interested in racing ships, people who know how to
sail, they hang around the shipyards. | know half the people at Nea Limani anyway."

"l still wish you'd get your crew from anong your school friends, or people like that."
"What wong is with people who like this talk?" He smiled slightly.

"I didn't say anything of that nature at all. | just neant you shoul d use people you know. "
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"After the race," his father cut in, "what do you intend to do with the rest of your vacation?"

Lorq shrugged. "Do you want ne to forenman out at the Sao Orini mne |ike |ast year?"
H s father's eyebrows separated then snarled over the vertical crevices above his nose. "After
what happened with that mner's daughter ...?" The brows unsnarled again. "Do you want to go out

t here agai n?"
Lorqg shrugged once nore.
"Have you thought of anything that you'd like to do?" This from his nother.

"Ashton Clark will send nme sonething. Right nowl've got to go pick up ny crew." He stood up
fromthe hammock. "Mm thanks for the stones. W'I| talk about vacati on when school is really
over."

He started for the bridge that arched the water.

"You won't be too ..
"Before m dnight."
"Lorg. One nore thing."

He stopped at the crest of the bridge, |eaning on the al um num bani ster

"Prince is having a party. He sent you an invitation. |It's at Earth, Paris, on the Ile St.-
Louis. But it's just three days after the Regatta. You wouldn't be able to get there -- "

"Caliban can nake Earth in three days."

"No, Lorg! You're not going to go all the way to Earth in that tiny --

"I'"ve never been to Paris. The last time | was on Earth was the tinme you took ne when | was
fifteen and we went to Peking. It'll be easy sailing down into Draco." Leaving, he called back
to them "If | don't get ny crew, | won't even get back to school next week." He disappeared down
the other side of the bridge.

Pl ei ades Federation/Draco (Caliban transit), 3162

H's crew was two fell ows who volunteered to hel p hi munpack the ion-coupler. Neither one was from
the Pl ei ades Federati on.

Brian, a boy Lorq's age who had taken a year off fromDraco University and flown out to the Quter
Col oni es, was now wor ki ng his way back; he had done both captaining and studdi ng on raci ng yachts,
but only in the co-operative yachting club sponsored by his school. Based on comon interest in
raci ng-ships, their relation was one of nmutual awe. Lorqg was silently agape at the way Brian had
taken off to the other end of the gal axy and was beating his way w thout funds or forethought;
while Brian had at last net, in Lorg, one of the mythically wealthy who could owmn his own boat and
whose nane had, till then, been only an abstraction on the sports tapes -- Lorq Von Ray, one of

t he youngest and nobst spectacul ar of the new crop of racing captains.

Dan, who conpleted the crew of the little three-vaned racer, was a man in his forties, from
Australia on Earth. They had met himin the bar where he had started a whole series of tales
about his tines as a comercial stud on the big transport freighters, as well as racing captains
he had occasionally crewed for -- though he had never captained hinself. Barefoot, a rope around
pants torn off at the knees, Dan was a lot nore typical of the studs that hung around the heated
wal kways of Nea Limani. The high w nd-domes broke the hurricane gusts that rolled from Tong
across glittering Ark -- it was the nonth of lunbra when there were only three hours of daylight
in the twenty-ni ne-hour day. The nmechanics, officers, and studs drank |ate, tal ked currents and
racing at the bars and the sauna baths, the registration offices and the service pits.
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Brian's reaction to continuing on after the race dowmn to Earth: "Fine. Wy not? | have to get
back into Draco in tine for vacation classes anyway."

Dan's: "Paris? That's awful close to Australia, ain't it? | got a kid and two wives in
Mel bourne, and | ain't so anxious for themto catch hold of ne. | suppose if we don't stay too
long -- "

When the Regatta swept past the observation satellite circling Ark, | ooped the inner edge of the
cluster to the DDm Dead Sister, and returned to Ark again, it was announced that Caliban had
pl aced second.

"All right. Let's get out of here. To Prince's party!"

"Be careful now ... Hi s nother's voice came over the speaker

"G ve our regards to Aaron. And congratulations again, son," Father said. "If you weck that
brass butterfly on this silly trip, don't expect ne to buy a new one."

"So long, Dad."

The Cali ban rose fromanong the ships clustered at the view ng station where the spectators had
cone to observe the Regatta's conclusion. Fifty-foot windows flashed in starlight bel ow them
(behind one, his father and an android of his nother stood at the railing, watching the ship pull
away), and in a noment they were wheeling through the Pl eiades Federation, then toward Sol

A day out, they lost six hours in a whirlpool nebula ("Now if you had a real ship instead of this

here toy," Dan conpl ained over the intercom "it'd be a sneeze to get out of this thing." Lorg
turned the frequency of the scanner higher on the ion-coupler. "Point two-five down, Brian. Then
catch it up fast -- there!"), but nade up the tine and then sone on the Qutward Tidal Drift.

A day later, and Sol was a glowi ng, growing light in the cosnos raging.

Draco, Earth, Paris, 3162

Shaped |i ke the figure eight of a Mycenaean shield, De Blau Field tilted miles bel ow the sweeping
vans. Cargo shuttles left fromhere for the big star -- port on Neptune's second noon. The five-
hundr ed- net er passenger liners glittered across the platforms. Caliban fell toward the inset of
the yacht basin, coming down like a triple kite. Lorq sat up fromthe couch as the guide beans
caught them "Ckay, puppets. Cut the strings.” He switched off Caliban's humrming entrails a
nmonent after touchdown. Banked |ights died around him

Bri an hopped into the control cabin, tying his left sandal. Dan, unshaven, his vest unl aced,
anbled fromhis projection chanber. "QGuess we got here, Captain.” He stooped to finger dirt
between his toes. "Wat kind of party is this you kids are going to?"

As Lorq touched the unload button, the floor began to slant and the ribbed covering rolled back

till the | ower edge of the floor hit the ground. "I'mnot sure,” Lorg told him "I suppose we'll
all find out when we get there."

"Chhh no," Dan drawl ed as they reached the bottom "I don't go for this society stuff.” They
started from beneath the shadow of the hull. "Find me a bar, and just pick me up when you cone
back. "

"If you two don't want to come," Lorq said, |ooking around the field, "we'll stop off for
sonmething to eat, and then you can stay here."

"I ... well, sort of wanted to go." Brian |ooked disappointed. "This is as close as |'l| ever

get to going to a party given by Prince Red."

Lorqg | ooked at Brian. The stocky, brown-haired boy with coffee-colored eyes had changed his
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scuffed | eather work-vest for a clean one with iridescent flowers. Lorq was only beginning to
realize how dazzled this young man, who had hitched across the universe, was before the wealth,
visible and inplied, that went with a ni neteen-year-old who could race his own yacht and just took
off to parties in Paris.

It had not occurred to Lorg to change his vest at all

"You cone on then," Lorq said. "W'Il|l get Dan on the way back."
"Just you two don't get so drunk you can't carry ne back on board."
Lorg and Dan | aughed.

Brian was staring around at the other yachts in the basin. "Hey! Have you ever worked a tri-
vaned Zephyr?" He touched Lorq's arm then pointed across to a graceful, golden hull. "I bet one
of those would really twirl."

"Pickup is slow on the |ower frequencies." Lorq turned back to Dan. "You nake sure you get back
on board by take-off time tonorrow. |'mnot going to go running around | ooking for you."

"Wth me this close to Australia? Don't worry, Captain. By the by, you wouldn't get upset if |
shoul d happen to bring a lady onto the ship?" He grinned at Lorq, then wi nked.

"Say," Brian said. "How do those Boris-27s handle? Qur club at school was trying to arrange a
swap with another club that had a ten-year-old Boris. Only they wanted noney too."

"As long as she doesn't |eave the ship with anything she didn't bring," Lorqg told Dan. He turned
to Brian again. "l've never been on a Boris nore than three years old. A friend of nine had one
a couple of years back. It worked pretty well, but it wasn't up to Caliban."

They wal ked through the gate of the landing field, started down the steps to the street, and
passed through the shadow fromthe colum of the coiled snake.

Paris had remained a nore or less horizontal city. The only structures interrupting the horizon
to any great extent were the Eiffel Tower to their left and the spiring structure of Les Halles:

seventy tiers of markets were enclosed in transparent panes, tessellated with netal scrollwork --
it was the focus of food and produce for the twenty-three mllion inhabitants of the city.

They turned up Rue de Les Astronauts past the restaurants and hotel marquees. Dan dug under the
rope around his nmiddle to scratch his stomach, then pushed his long hair fromhis forehead.
"Where do you get drunk around here if you're a working cyborg stud?" Suddenly he pointed down a
smal l er street. "There!™

At the bend of the L-shaped street was a small cafe-bar with a crack across the wi ndow, Le
Sideral. The door was cl osing behind two wonen.

"Fine," Dan drawl ed, and | oped ahead of Lorq and Brian. "I envy soneone |ike that, sonetines,"
Brian said to Lorqg, softly.

Lorq | ooked surpri sed.

"You really don't care,” Brian went on, "I nean if he brings a wonan on the ship?"
Lorq shrugged. "I'd bring one on."

"Ch. You nust have it pretty easy with girls, especially with a racing ship."

"I guess it helps.”

Brian bit at his thunbnail and nodded. "That would be nice. Sonmetimes | think girls have
forgotten I"'malive. Probably be the sane, yacht or no." He |aughed. "You ever brought a gir
onto your ship?"

Lorg was silent a nmonment. Then he said, "I have three children."
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Now Bri an | ooked surpri sed.
"A boy and two girls. Their nothers are miners on a little Quter Colony world, New Brazillia."

"Ch, you nean you ..

Lorqg cupped his left hand on his right shoulder, right hand on his left.

"We lead very different sorts of lives, | think," Brian said slowy, "you and |."
"That's what | was thinking." Then Lorq grinned. Brian's snile returned uneasily.
"Hold on, you there!" frombehind them "Wit!" They turned.

"Lorq? Lorqg Von Ray?"

The bl ack glove Lorq's father had described was now a silver one. The arnband, high on his
bi ceps, was set with di anonds.

"Prince?"

Vest, pants, boots were silver. "I alnost missed you!" The bony face beneath black hair
animated. "I had the field call me as soon as you got clearance at Neptune. Racing yacht, huh?
Sure took your tine. Oh, before | forget; Aaron told nme if you did come, | should ask you to give

his regards to your Aunt Cyana. She stayed with us for a weekend at the beach on Chobe's Wrld
| ast nmonth."

"Thanks. | will if I see her,"” Lorq said. "If she was with you last nonth, you' ve seen her nore
recently than I have. She doesn't spend nuch time on Ark any nore.”

"Cyana ..." Brian began. " ...Mrgan?" he finished in astonishment. But Prince was already
goi ng on: "Look." He dropped his hands on the shoulders of Lorq' s |eather vest (Lorq tried to
detect a difference in pressure between gloved and ungl oved fingers), "lI've got to get to M.
Kenyuna and back before the party. | have every available bit of transportation bringing people
down fromall over everywhere. Aaron's not co-operating. He's refused to have anything nore to
do with the party; he thinks it's gotten out of hand. |'mafraid |'ve been throw ng his nane
around to get things | needed in a few places he didn't approve. But he's sonmewhere off on Vega
Do you want to run ne over to the H nal ayas?"

"Al'l right." Lorq started'" to suggest that Prince stud with Brian. But perhaps with his arm
Prince nmight not be able to plug in properly. "Hey, Dan!" he shouted down the street. "You're
still working."

The, Australian had just opened the door. Now he turned around, shook his head, and started back
"What are we going for?" Lorq asked as they started back toward the field.
"Tell you on the way."

As they passed the gate (and the Draco colum ringed with the Serpent gleanming in the sunset),
Bri an hazarded conversation. "That's quite an outfit," he said to Prince.

"There'll be a |lot of people on the Ile. | want everybody to be able to see where | am"
"I's that glove something new they're wearing here on Earth?"
Lorq's stomach caught itself. He glanced quickly between the two boys.

"Things like that,"” Brian went on, "they never get out to Centauri till a nonth after everybody's
stopped wearing themon Earth. And | haven't even been in Draco for ten nonths anyway."

Prince | ooked at his arm turned his hand over.

Twi | i ght washed the sky.
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Then lights along the top of the fence flicked on: light lined the folds on Prince's glove.

"My personal style." He looked up at Brian. "l have no right arm This" -- he made a fist of
silver fingers -- "is all netal and plastic and whirring doohi ckeys." He |aughed sharply. "But
it serves ne ... about as well as a real one.”

"Ch." Enbarrassment wavered through Brian's voice. "I didn't know. "

Prince laughed. "Sometinmes | alnost forget too. Sonetimes. Wich way is your ship?”

"There." As Lorq pointed, he was acutely aware of the dozen years between his and Prince's first

and present neetings.

Draco, Earth, Nepal, 3162

"Al'l plugged?"
"You're paying ne, Captain,"” Dan's voice grated through. "Strung up and out."
"Ready, Captain,"” fromBrian.

"Open your | ow vanes --

Prince sat behind Lorqg, one hand on Lorq's shoulder (his real hand). "Everybody and his brother
is comng to this thing. You just got here tonight, but people have been arriving all week.
invited a hundred people. There're at least three hundred conming. It grows, it grows!" As the
inertia field caught them up, De Bl au dropped, and the sun, which had set, rose in the west and
crescented the world with fire. The blue rimburned. "Anyway, Che-ong brought a perfectly wild
bunch with her from somewhere on the edge of Draco -- "

Brian's voice cane over the speaker. "Che-ong, you nean the psychorana star?"

"The studi o gave her a week's vacation, so she decided to come to nmy party. Day before yesterday,
she took it into her head to go mountain clinmbing, and flew off to Nepal."

The sun passed overhead. To travel between two points on one planet, you just had to go up and
come down in the right place. In a vane-projector craft, you had to ascend, circle the Earth
three or four tines, and glide in. It took the sane seven/eight mnutes to get fromone side of
the city to the other as it did to get to the other side of the world.

"Che radioed nme this afternoon they were stuck three-quarters of the way up M. Kenyuna. There's
a stormbelow them so they can't get through to the rescue station in Katmandu for a helicopter

to come and pick themup. O course, the stormdoesn't stop her fromgetting a third of the way

around the world to tell nme her troubles. Anyway, | promised her |1'd think of sonething."

"How the hell are we supposed to get them off the nountain?"

"You fly within twenty feet of the rock face and hover. Then I'Il clinb down and bring themup."
"Twenty feet!" The blurred world slowed beneath them "You want to get to your party alive?"
"Did you get that ion-coupler Aaron sent?"

"I"'musing it now "

"lIt's supposed to be sensitive enough for that sort of naneuvering. And you' re a crack racing
captain. Yes or no?"

"Il try it," Lorq said warily. "l'ma bigger fool than you are."” Then he |laughed. "We'll try
it, Prince!”

file:/lIF|/rah/Samuel%20R.%20Delaney/Delany,%20Samuel%20R%20-%20Nova.TXT (41 of 146) [8/27/03 11:45:15 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Samuel %20R.%20D el aney/Del any,%20Samuel %620R%20-%20Nova. TX T
Reticul ati ons of snow and rock glided under them Lorqg set the loran co-ordinates of the nountain
as Prince bad given them Prince reached over Lorq's armand tuned the radio ..
A girl's voice tunbled into the cabin:

" ... Oh, there! Look, do you think that's then? Prince! Prince, darling, have you cone to
rescue us? We're hanging here by our little frozen nubs and just miserable. Prince ...?" There
was musi ¢ behind her voice; there was a babble of other voices.

"Hold on, Che," Prince said into the nke. "Told you we'd do sonething." He turned to Lorg.
"There! They should be right down there."

Lorq cut the frequency filter till Caliban was sliding down the gravitational distortion of the
mountain itself. The peaks rose, chiseled and fl ashing.

"Ch, | ook, everybody! Didn't | tell you Prince wouldn't |et us |anguish away up here and mss the
party?"

And in the background:
"Ch, Cecil, |I can't do that step -- "

"Turn the nusic up |ouder --

"But | don't |ike anchovies --

"Prince," cried Che, "do hurry! |It's started to snow again. You know this would never have
happened, Cecil, if you hadn't decided to do parlor tricks with the hobenstocks."

"Come on, sweetheart, let's dance!"
"I told you, nol W're too close to the edge!"

Bel ow Lorq's feet, on the floor screen, transmtting natural light, ice and gravel and boul ders
shone in the noonlight as the Caliban | owered.

"How many of them are there?" Lorq asked. "The ship isn't that big."
"They' || squeeze."

On the icy ledge that slipped across the screen, sone were seated on a green poncho with wine
bottles, cheeses, and baskets of food. Sonme were dancing. A few sat around on canvas chairs.
One had scranbled to a higher | edge and was shading his eyes, staring up at the ship

"Che," Prince said, "we're here. GCet everything packed. W can't wait around all day."
"Good heavens! That is you up there. Cone on, everybody, we're on our way! Yes, that's Prince!"

There was an expl osion of activity on the | edge. The youngsters began to run about, picking
things up, putting themin knapsacks; two people were folding the poncho.

"Edgar! Don't throw that away! |It's 'forty-eight, and you can't just pick up a bottle any old
where. Yes, Hillary, you may change the rmusic. No! Don't turn the heater off yet! Ch, Cecil,
you are a fool. Brrrr! -- well, | suppose we'll be off in a nonment or two. O course I'll dance
wi th you, honey. Just not so close to the edge. Wit a second. Prince? Prince ...!"

"Che!" Prince called as Lorq settled still closer. "Do you have any rope down there?" He put
his hand over the mke. "Did you see her in Mayham s Daughters where she acted the wacky, sixteen-
year-ol d daughter of that botanist?"

Lor g nodded.

"That wasn't acting." He took his hand fromthe m ke again. "Che! Rope! Do you have any rope?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Samuel%20R.%20Delaney/Delany,%20Samuel%20R%20-%20Nova.TXT (42 of 146) [8/27/03 11:45:15 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Samuel %20R.%20D el aney/Del any,%20Samuel %620R%20-%20Nova. TX T

"Qodl es! Edgar, where's all that rope? But we clinbed up here on something! There it is! Now,
what do | do?"

"Tie big knots in it every couple of feet. How far are we above you?"
"Forty feet? Thirty feet? Edgar! Cecil! Jose! You heard him Tie knots!"

On the floor screen Lorq watched the shadow of the yacht slip over the bergs; he let the boat fal
even | ower.

"Lorg, open the hatch in the drive-roomwhen we're --

"We're seventeen feet above them" Lorq called over his shoulder. "That's it, Prince!" He
reached forward. "And it is open."
"Finel"

Prince ducked through the doorway into the drive-room Cold air slapped Lorqgq's back. Dan and
Brian held the ship steady in the w nd.

On the fl oor screen Lorq saw one of the boys fling the rope up at the ship -- Prince would be
standing in the open hatchway to catch it in his silver glove. It took three tries. Then
Prince's voice cane back over the wind: "Right! 1've got it tied. Cone on up!" And one after

anot her they nmounted the knotted rope.
"There you go. Watch it -- "
"Man, it's cold out there! Soon as you get past the heating field-"
"I'"ve got you. Right in-- "

"Didn't think we'd nmake it. Hey, you want sone Chateauneuf du Pape 'forty-eight? Che says you
can't get -- "

The voices filled the drive-room Then

"Prince! Luscious of you to rescue ne! Are you going to have any nineteenth-century Turkish
musi ¢ at your party? W couldn't get any |ocal stations, but there was this educational program
beam ng up from New Zeal and. Airy! Edgar invented a new step. You get down on your hands and
knees and just swing your up and down. Jose, don't fall back onto that silly nountain! Cone in
here this instant and nmeet Prince Red. He's the one who's giving the party, and his father has
ever so many nore nillions than yours. Cose the door now and let's get out of the engine room
Al'l these machines and things. It isn't ne."

"Cone inside, Che, and annoy the captain awhile. Do you know Lorg Von Ray?"

"My goodness, the boy who's winning all those races? Wy, he's got even nore noney than you --

"Shhhhh!" Prince said in a stage whisper as they canme into the cabin. "I don't want himto
know. "

Lorg pulled the ship away fromthe nountain, then turned.

"You nust be the one who won those prizes: You' re so handsone!"
Che-ong wore a conpletely transparent cold suit.

"Did you win themwth this ship?"

She | ooked around the cabin, still panting fromthe clinb up the rope. Rouged nipples flattened
on vinyl with each breath.

"This is lovely. | haven't been on a yacht in days." And the crowd surged in behind her:

"Doesn't anybody want any of this 'forty-eight --
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"I can't get any nmusic in here. Wy isn't there any nusic -- Cecil, do you have any nore of that
gol d powder ?"

"We're above the ionosphere, stupid, and el ectromagnetic waves aren't reflected any nore.
Besi des, we're noving too -- "

Che-ong turned to themall. "GCh, Cecil, where has that marvel ous gol den dust got to? Prince,
Lorg, you nmust try this. Cecil is the son of a mayor "
"CGovernor -- "

-- on one of those tiny worlds we're always hearing about, very far away. He had this gold
powder that they collect fromcrevices in the rocks. ©Ch, look, he's still got lots and lots!"

The worl d began to spin beneath them

"See, Prince, you breathe it in, like this. Ahhhh! It nmakes you see the npbst narvel ous colors in
everything you | ook at and hear the nost incredible sounds in everything you hear, and your m nd
starts running about and filling in absolutely paragraphs between each word. Here, Lorq -- "

"Watch it!" Prince |laughed. "He's got to get us back to Paris!"

"Ch!" exclainmed Che, "it won't bother him W'I|Il just get there a little faster, that's all."
Behi nd them the others were saying:

"Where did she say this goddamm party was?"

"I'le St-Louis. That's in Paris.”

"Where -- ?"

"Paris, baby, Paris. W're going to a party in --

Draco, Earth, Paris, 3162

In the nmiddl e of the fourth century the Byzantine Enperor Julian, tiring of the social whirl of
the Cite de Paris (whose popul ation, then under a thousand, dwelt nostly in skin huts clustered
about a stone and wooden tenple sacred to the Great Mdther), noved across the water to the snaller
i sl and.

In the first half of the twentieth century, the queen of a worldw de cosnetic industry, to escape
the pretensions of the Right Bank and the bohemni an excesses of the Left, established here her
Paris pied a terre, the walls of which were lined with a fortune in art treasures (while across
the water, a twi n-towered cat hedral had replaced the wooden tenple).

At the close of the thirty-first century, its central avenue hung with lights, the side alleys
filled with nusic, menageries, drink, and gam ng booths, while firewrks boonmed in the night, the
Ile St.-Louis held Prince Red's party.

"This way! Across herel™

They trooped over the trestled bridge. The black Seine glittered. Across the water, foliage
dri pped the stone bal ustrades. The scul ptured buttresses of Notre Dane, floodlit now, rose behind
the trees in the park on the Cite.

"No one can cone onto ny island without a mask!" Prince shouted.
As they reached the bridge's center, he vaulted to the rail, grabbed one of the beanms, and waved
over the crowd with his silver hand. "You're at a party! You're at Prince's party! And
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everybody wears a nmask!" Spheres of fireworks, blue and red, bloonmed on the dark behind his bony
face.
"Airy!' squealed Che-ong, running to the rail. "But if | wear a mask, nobody w |l recognize ne,

Prince! The studio only said | could cone if there was publicity!"

He junped, grabbed her vinyl glove, and | ed her down the steps. There, on racks, hundreds of full-
headed masks gl ared.

"But | have a special one for you, Che!™ He pulled down a two-foot, transparent rat's head, ears
rinmmed with white fur, eyebrows sequined, jewels shaking at the end of each wire whisker

"Airy!" squeal ed Che as Prince clapped the shape over her shoul ders.
Through the transparent |eer, her own delicate, green-eyed face twisted into |aughter

"Here, one for you!" Down cane a saber-toothed panther's head for Cecil; an eagle for Edgar, with
iridescent feathers; Jose's dark hair disappeared under a lizard' s head.

A lion for Dan (who had conme protesting at everyone's insistence, though they had forgotten him
the nonent he had given his belligerent consent) and a griffon for Brian (whom everyone had
ignored till now, though he'd foll owed eagerly).

"And you!" Prince turned to Lorqg. "I have a special one for you too!" Laughing, he lifted down
a pirate's head, with eyepatch, bandana, scarred cheek, and a dagger in bared teeth, It went
lightly over Lorqg's head: he was | ooking through nesh eyeholes in the neck. Prince slapped himon
the back. "A pirate, that's for Von Ray!" he called as Lorqg started across the cobble street.

More |aughter as others arrived at the bridge.

Above the crowd, girls in powdered, towering, twenty-third-century, pre-Ashton O ark coiffures,
tossed confetti froma balcony. A man was pushing up the street with a bear. Lorg thought it was
soneone in costune till the fur brushed his shoul der and he snelled the nusk. The claws clicked
away. The crowd caught hi m up,

Lorg was ears.
Lorg was eyes.

Bliss filed the receptive surface of each sense gl ass-snmooth. Perception turned suddenly in (as
the vanes of a ship mght turn) as he wal ked the brick street, nortared with confetti. He felt
the presence of his centered self. H's world focused on the now of his hands and tongue. Voices
around hi m caressed hi s awareness.

"Chanpagne! Isn't that just airy!" The transparent plastic rat had cornered the griffon in the
flowered vest at the wine table. "Aren't you having fun? | just love it!"

"Sure," Brian answered. "But |'ve never been to a party like this. People |ike Lorq, Prince, you
-- you're the sort of people | only used to hear about. It's hard to believe you're real."

"Just between us. |'ve occasionally had the same problem It's good to have you here to remnd

us, Now you just keep telling us --

Lorg passed on to another group

...on the cruise boat up fromPort Said to Istanbul, there was this fisherman fromthe Pl ei ades
who pl ayed the nobst narvel ous things on the sensory-syrynx.

" ...and then we had to hitchhike all the way across Iran because the nono wasn't working. |
really think Earth is coming apart at the seans ..."

...beautiful party. Perfectly air

The very young, Lorqg thought; the very rich; and wondered what limts of difference those
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condi ti ons defi ned.

Barefoot, with a rope belt, the lion | eaned agai nst the side of a doorway, watching. "How you
doi ng, Captain?"

Lorqg raised his hand to Dan, wal ked on

Now, specious and crystal, was within him Misic invaded his holl ow nask where his head was

cushi oned on the sound of his own breath. On a platformat a harpsichord a nan was playing a Byrd
pavane. Voices in another key grew over the sound as he noved further on; on a platformon the
other side of the street, two boys and two girls in twentieth-century nod re-created a fl ow ng
anti phonal work of the Mormas and the Poppas. Turning down a side street, Lorq noved into a crowd
that pushed himforward, till at |ast he confronted the towering bank of electronic instruments
that were reproducing the jarring, textured silences of the Tohu-bohus. Responding with the
nost al gi a produced by ten-year-old popul ar nusic, the guests, in their bl oated mache and plastic
heads, broke off in twss, threes, fives, and sevens to dance. A swan's head swayed to the right.
Left, a frog's face wobbl ed on sequi ned shoul ders. As he nobved even further, into his ear
threaded the thirdl ess nodul ati ons that he had heard over the speaker of the Caliban, hovering
above the Hi mal ayas.

They came running through the dancers. "He did it! |Isn't Prince a darling!" They shouted and
cavorted. "He's got that old Turkish nmusic!"

Hi ps and breasts and shoul ders gl eam ng beneath the vinyl (the material had pores that opened in
war m weat her to make the transparent costune cool as silk), Che-ong swung around, hol ding her
furry ears,

"Down, everybody! Down on all fours! W're going to show you our new step! Like this: just
swi ng your -- "

Lorg turned under the exploding night, a little tired, alittle excited. He crossed the street
edging the island and | eaned on the stone near one of the floodlights that shone back on the
buildings of the Ile. Across the water on the opposite quay people strolled, in couples or
singly, gazing at the fireworks or sinply watching the gaiety here.

Behind hima girl laughed sharply. He turned to her --
-- head of a bird of paradise, blue feathers about red foil eyes, red beak, red rippling comb --

-- as she pulled away fromthe group to sway against the low wall. The breeze shook the panels of
her dress so that they tugged at the scrolled brass fastenings at shoulder, wist, and thigh. She
rested her hip on the stone, sandal ed toe touching the ground, one inch above it. Wth long arns
(her nails were crinmson) she removed her mask. As she set it on the wall, the breeze shook out
her black hair, dropped it to her shoulders, raised it. The water reticul ated bel ow t hem as under
flung sand.

He | ooked away. He | ooked back. He frowned.

There are two beauties (her face struck the thought in him articulate and conplete): with the
first, the features and the body's lines conformto an averaged standard that will offend no one
this was the beauty of nodels and popul ar actresses; this was the beauty of Che-ong. Second,
there was this: her eyes were snashed di sks of blue jade, her cheekbones angl ed high over the
white holl ows of her wide face. Her chin was wi de; her nouth, thin, red, and wider. Her nose
fell straight fromher forehead to flare at the nostrils (she breathed in the wind -- and wat chi ng
her, he becane aware of the river's odor, the Paris night, the city wind); these features were too
austere and violent on the face of such a young wonman. But the authority with which they set

t oget her woul d make hi m 1 ook again, he knew, once he | ooked away; make hi mrenenber, once he had
gone away. Her face conpelled in the way that nmakes the nerely beautiful gnaw the insides of
their cheeks,

She | ooked at him "Lorg Von Ray?"

Hi s frown deepened inside his nask.

file:/lIF|/rah/Samuel%20R.%20Delaney/Delany,%20Samuel%20R%20-%20Nova.TXT (46 of 146) [8/27/03 11:45:15 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Samuel %20R.%20D el aney/Del any,%20Samuel %620R%20-%20Nova. TX T

She | eaned forward, above the paving that lipped the river. "They're all so far away." She
nodded toward the people on the quay. "They're so nuch further away than we think or they think.
What woul d they do at our party?"

Lorgq took off his nask and placed the pirate beside her crested bird.
She gl anced back at him "So that's what you |l ook like. You're handsone."

"How did you know who | was?" Thinking he nm ght sonehow have m ssed her in the crowd that had
first come across the bridge, he expected her to say somnething about the pictures of himthat
occasi onal | y appeared across the gal axy when he won a race.

"Your mask. That's how | knew. "

"Real ly?" He snmiled. "I don't understand."

Her eyebrows' arch sharpened. There were a few seconds of |aughter, too soft and gone too fast.
"You. Who are you?" Lorq asked.

"I'"'m Ruby Red."

She was still thin. Sonmewhere a little girl had stood above himin the nmouth of a beast -- Lorq
| aughed now. "What was there about nmy mask that gave ne away?"

"Prince has been gloating over the prospect of making you wear it ever since he extended the
invitation through your father and there was the faintest possibility that you would actually
cone. Tell me, is it politeness that makes you indulge himin his nasty prank by wearing it?"

"Everyone el se has one. | thought it was a clever idea."
"I see." Her voice hung above the tone of general statenent. "M brother tells ne we have al
met a long tine ago.” It returned. "I ... wouldn't have recogni zed you. But | renenber you."

"I remenber you."
"Prince does too. He was seven. That neans | was five."
"What have you been doing for the |ast dozen years?"

"Growi ng ol der gracefully, while you' ve been the enfant terrible in the raceways of the Pl eiades,
flaunting your parents' ill-gotten gains."

"Look!" He gestured toward the people watching fromthe opposite bank. Sone apparently thought
he waved; they waved back

Ruby | aughed and waved too. "Do they realize how special we are? | feel very special tonight.'
She raised her face with eyes closed. Blue fireworks tinted her lids.

"Those people, they're too far away to see how beautiful you are.”
She | ooked at hi m agai n.
"It's true. You are -- "
"W are ..."

" -- very beautiful."

"Don't you think that's a dangerous thing to say to your hostess, Captain Von Ray?"
"Don't you think that was a dangerous thing to say to your guest?"

"But we're unique, young Captain. If we want, we're allowed to flirt with Dan --
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The streetlights about them extingui shed.

There was a cry fromthe side street; the strings of colored bulbs as well were dead. As Lorg
turned fromthe enmbanknent, Ruby took his shoul der

Along the island, lights and windows flickered twice. Someone screanmed. Then the illumnination
returned, and with it |aughter

"My brother!" Ruby shook her head. "Everyone told himhe was going to have power trouble, but he
i nsisted on having the whole island wired for electricity. He thought electric Iight would be
nore romantic than the perfectly good induced-fluorescence tubes that were here yesterday -- and
have to go back up tonorrow by city ordi nance. You should have seen himtrying to hunt up a
generator. |It's a lovely six-hundred-year-old nuseum piece that fills up a whole room |I'm
afraid Prince is an incurable romantic -- "

Lorqg placed his hand over hers.

She | ooked. She took her hand away. "I have to go now. | pronmised I'd help him" Her smle was
not a happy thing. The piercing expression etched itself on his heightened senses. "Don't wear
Prince's mask any nore." She lifted the bird of paradise fromthe rail. "Just because he chooses

to insult you, you needn't display that insult to everyone here."
Lorqg | ooked down at the pirate's head, confused.

Foil eyes glittered at himfromblue feathers. "Besides" -- her voice was nuffled now -- "you're
too handsone to cover yourself up with sonething so mean and ugly." And she was crossing the
street, was disappearing in the crowded alley.

He | ooked up and down the sidewal k, and did not want to be there.

He crossed after her, plunged into the sane crowd, only realizing hal fway down the bl ock that he
was foll ow ng her

She was beautiful .

That was not bliss.

That was not the party's excitenent.

That was her face and the way it turned and forned to her words.

That was the hollow in himso evident now because nonents before, during a few banal exchanges, it
had been so full of her face, her voice.

Trouble with all of this is that there's no cultural solidity underneath." (Lorq glanced to the
side where the griffon was speaking to earnest arnadillos, apes, and others.) "There's been so
much novenent fromworld to world that we have no real art any nore, just a pseudo-inter-planetary

In the doorway, on the ground, lay a lion's head and a frog's. Back in the darkness, Dan, his
back sweating fromthe dance, nuzzled the girl wth sequi ned shoul ders.

And hal fway down the bl ock, Ruby passed up a set of steps behind scrolled iron
"Ruby!"

He ran forward -- "Hey, watch -- "

"Look out. Where do you --

"Sl ow down - -

-- swung round the banister, and ran up the steps after her, "Ruby Red!™ and through a door
"Ruby ...?"
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W de tapestries between thin mrrors cut all echo fromhis voice. The door by the marble table
was ajar. So he crossed the foyer, opened it.

She turned on swirling |ight.

Beneath the floor, tides of color flowed the room flickering on the heavy, black-in-crystal |egs
of Vega Republic furniture. Wthout shadow, she stepped back. "Lorg! Now what are you doi ng
here?" She had just placed her bird mask on one of the circular shelves that drifted at various
| evel s around the room

"I wanted to talk to you sonme nore."

Her brows were dark arches over her eyes. "lI'msorry. Prince has planned a pantom ne for the
float that goes down the nmiddle of the island at midnight. | have to change."

One of the shelves had drifted toward him Before it could respond to his body tenperature and
float away, Lorq renoved a liquor bottle fromthe veined glass panel. "Do you have to rush?" He
raised the bottle. "I want to find out who you are, what you do, what you think. | want to tell
you all about ne."

"Sorry." She turned toward the spiral lift that would take her up to the bal cony.
Hi s | aughter stopped her. She turned back to see what had caused it.

" Ruby?"

And continued turning till she faced hi magain.

He crossed the surging floor and put his hands on the snpboth cloth falling at her shoulders. His

fingers closed on her arms. "Ruby Red." His inflection brought puzzlenent to her face. "Leave
here with ne. W can go to another city, on another world, under another sun. Don't the
configurations of the stars bore you fromhere? | know a world where the constellations are

called the Mad Sow s Litter, the Geater and Lesser Lynx, the Eye of Vahdam n.

She took two gl asses froma passing shelf. "Wat are you high on anyway?" Then she sniled.
"Whatever it is, it becomes you."

"WIIl you go?"
"No. "
"Why not?" He poured frothing anber into tiny glasses.

"First." She handed himthe glass as he placed the bottle on another passing shelf. "Because
it's terribly rude -- | don't know how you do it back on Ark -- for a hostess to run out on her
party before nidnight."

"After m dnight then?"

"Second." She sipped the drink and winkled her nose (he was surprised, shocked that her clear
clear skin could support anything so human as a winkle). "Prince has been planning this party
for nmonths, and | don't want to upset him by not showi ng up when | prom sed." Lorq touched his
fingers to her cheek. "Third." Her eyes snapped fromthe brimof her glass to lock his. "I'm
Aaron Red's daughter and you are the dark, red-haired, high, handsone son" -- she turned her head
away -- "of a blond thief!™ Cold air on his fingertips where her warm arm had been,

He put his pal magainst her face, slid his fingers into her hair. She turned away from his band
and stepped onto the spiral lift. She rose up and away, adding, "And you haven't got much pride
if you let Prince nock you the way he does."

Lorqg junped onto the edge as the |ift canme around, She stepped back, surprised.

"What's all this talk of thieves, piracy, and nocking mean?" Anger, not at her but at the
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confusion she caused. "I don't understand and | don't know if it sounds |like anything | want to.
I don't know how it is on Earth, but on Ark you don't make fun of your guests."

Ruby | ooked at her glass, his eyes, her glass again. "I'msorry." And then his eyes. "Go
outside, Lorg. Prince will be here in a few mnutes. | shouldn't have spoken to you at all --

"Why?" The roomrevolved, falling. "Womyou should speak to, whomyou shouldn't; | don't know
what brings this all up, but you're talking as if we were little people.”" He |aughed again, a
slow | ow sound in his chest, rising to shake his shoulders. "You're Ruby Red?" He took her
shoul ders and pulled her forward. For a nmonent her blue eyes beat. "And you take all this
nonsense that little people say seriously?"

"Lorq, you'd better --

"I"'mLorg Von Ray! And you're Ruby, Ruby, Ruby Red!"™ The lift had already taken them past the
first bal cony.

"Lorqgq, please. |'ve got to --

"You've got to come with me! WII you go over the rimof Draco with me, Ruby? WII you conme to

Ark, where you and your brother have never been? O come with nme to Sao Oini. There's a house
there that you'd remenber if you sawit, there at the galaxy's edge." They rose by the second
bal cony, rotated toward the third. "W'Il play behind the banboo on the stone |izards' tongues --

She cried out. Because veined glass struck the lift ceiling and rained fragnents over them
"Prince!"™ She pulled away from Lorqg, and stared down over the lift's edge.

"Get AWVAY FROM HER'" His silver glove snatched anot her of the shelves fromthe inductance field
that caused it to float around the room and sailed it at them "Damm you, you " His voice
rasped to silence on his anger, then broke: "Get away!"

The second di sk hissed by their shoul ders and smashed on the bal cony bottom Lorqg flung up his
armto knock aside the shards.

Prince ran across the floor to the stairway that nounted at the left side of the tiered chanber.
Lorg ran fromthe lift across the carpeted balcony till he reached the head of the sanme stairway --
Ruby behind him-- and started down.

They met on the first balcony. Prince grasped both rails, panting with fury.

"Prince, what the hell is the matter with --

Prince lunged for him His silver glove clanged the railing where Lorg had been standing. The
brass bar caved, the netal tore. "Thief! Mrauder!" Prince hissed, "Mirderer!"™ Scum-- "

"What are you talking --

-- spawn of scum |If you touch ny -- Hi s arm | ashed agai n.
"No, Prince!" (That was Ruby.)

Lorqg vaulted the bal cony and dropped twelve feet to the floor. He landed, falling to his hands
and knees in a pool of red that faded to yellow, was cut by drifting green.

"Lorg -- !'" (Ruby again.)
He flipped, rolling on multichrome (and saw Ruby at the rail, hands at her nouth; then Prince
cleared the rail, was in the air, was falling at hin). Prince struck the place Lorq' s head had

been with his silver fist.

Cr ack!
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Lorq staggered back to his feet and tried to regain his breath. Prince was still down.

The multichrone had snmashed under his glove. Cracks zagged a yard out fromthe inpact. The
pattern had frozen in a sunburst around the glaring point.

"You Lorg began. Wrds floundered under panting, "You and Ruby, are you crazy -- ?"

Prince rocked back to his knees. Fury and pain hooked his face up in outrage. The |lips quivered
about small teeth, the |ids about turquoise eyes. "You clown, you pig, you cone to Earth and dare
to put your hands, your hands on nmy -- "

"Prince, please -- !'" Her voice tautened above them Anguish. Her violent beauty shattered with
acry.

Prince reeled to his feet, grasped another floating shelf. He flung it, roaring.
Lorqg cried as it cut his armand crashed into the French doors behind him

Cool er air swept the room as the panels swuing. Laughter poured fromthe street.
"Il get you; I'lIl catch you, and" -- he rushed Lorq -- "I'Il hurt you!"

Lorqg turned, junped the wought iron and crashed agai nst the crowd.

They screaned as he barreled through. Hands struck his face, pushed his chest, grabbed his
shoul ders. The screaning -- and the |aughter -- increased. Prince was behind hi mbecause:

"What are they ...? Hey, watch out --
"They're fighting! Look, that's Prince -- "
"Hold them Hold them \What are they -- "

Lorq broke fromthe crowd and stunbl ed agai nst the balustrade. For a nonent the rushing Seine and
wet rock were below. He pulled back and turned to see.

"Let go of ne!" Prince's voice howed fromthe crowd. "Let go of ny hand! M hand, let go of ny
hand! "

Menmori es struck up, shaking. What was confusion before, was fear now.

Besi de him stone steps led to the river's walkway. He fled down, and heard others behind him as
he reached the bottom

Then lights ground on his eyes. Lorq shook his head. Light across the wet pavenent, the nopbssy
stone wal | beside him-- someone had swung a floodlight over to watch

"Let go of ny -- He heard Prince's voice, cutting through the others. "lI'mgoing to get him"

Prince raced down the steps, reflections glancing fromthe rocks. He bal anced at the bottom
squinting by the floodlit river

H s vest had been pulled fromone shoulder. 1In the scuffle he had | ost the |ong gl ove.

Lorq backed away.

Prince raised his arm

Copper nesh and jewel ed capacitors webbed bl ack nmetal bone, pullies whirred in the clear casing.
Lorg took another step.

Prince | unged.

Lorq dodged for the wall; the two boys spun around each ot her
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The guests crowded the rail, pushed at the banister. Foxes and |izards, eagles and insects
j oggl ed one another to see. Soneone stunbled against the floodlight, and the inverted gallery in
t he water shook,

"Thief!™ Prince's narrow chest was in spasm “"Pirate!™ A rocket flared overhead. The expl osion
thudded after. "You're dirt, Lorq Von Ray! You're less than -- "

Now Lor g | unged.

Anger snapped in his chest, his eyes, his hands. One fist caught the side of Prince's head, the
ot her jabbed his stonmach. He cane with blasted pride, fury conpelled by bew | dernent, w th dense
humi | i ati on breaking his breath against his ribs as he fought below the fantastic spectators. He
struck again, not know ng where.

Prince's prosthetic arm swing up.

It caught himunder the chin, bright fingers flat. It crushed skin, scraped bone, went on up
opening lip and cheek and forehead. Fat and nuscle tore.

Lorg screaned, bloody nouthed, and fell.

"Prince!"™ Ruby (struggling to see, it was she who had jarred the light) stood on the wall. Red
dress and dark hair whi pped behind her in the river wind. "Prince, no!"

Panting, Prince stepped back, back again. Lorg lay facedown, one armin the water. Beneath his
head bl ood slurred the stone.

Prince turned sharply, and wal ked to the steps. Soneone swung the floodlight back up. The people
wat ching fromthe quay across the Seine were nonentarily illum nated. Then the |light went up and
over, fixing on the building.

Peopl e turned fromthe rail

Soneone started to cone down the steps, confronted Prince. After a second he turned back. A
plastic rat's face left the rail. Soneone took the transparent vinyl shoul der, |ed her away.
Music from a dozen epochs cl ashed across the island.

Lorq's head rocked by the dark water. The river sucked his arm

Then a lion clinbed the wall, dropped barefoot to the stone. A griffon ran down the steps and
fell to one knee beside him

Dan pulled off his false head and tossed it against the steps. It thunped, rolled a foot. The
griffon head foll owed.

Brian turned Lorqg over.
Breath caught in Dan's throat, then came out whistling. "He sure nessed up Captain, huh?"
"Dan, we've got to get the patrol or something. They can't do sonething like this!"

Dan's shaggy brows rose. "What the hell makes you think they can't? 1've worked for bastards
with a lot |ess noney than Red-shift who could do a lot nore.”

Lorqg groaned.
"A medico-unit!" Brian said. "Were do you get a nedico-unit here?"

"He ain't dead. W get himback to the ship. Wen he cones to, | get ny pay and off this damn
pl anet!" He | ooked over the river fromthe twin spires of Notre Danme to the opposite bank
"Earth just ain't big enough for ne and Australia both. [I'mwlling to |eave." He got one arm
under Lorqg' s knees, the other under his shoul ders, and stood up

"You're going to carry hinP"
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"Can you think of another way to get himback?" Dan turned toward the steps.
"But there nust be -- " Brian followed him "W have to do -- "
Sonet hi ng hissed on the water. Brian | ooked back

The wi ng of a skinmer-boat scraped the shore. "Wiere are you taking Captain Von Ray?" Ruby, in
the front seat, wore a dark cl oak now.

"Back to his yacht, ma'am" Dan said. "It doesn't look |like he's wel come here."

"Bring himon the boat."

"I don't think we should | eave himin anybody's hands on this world."

"You're his crew?"

"That's right,"” Brian said. "Wre you going to take himto a doctor?"

"I was going to take himto De Blau Field. You should get off Earth as soon as possible."
"Fine by ne," Dan said.

"Put himback there. There's a pre-ned kit under the seat. See if you can stop himfrom
bl eedi ng. "

Brian stepped on the swaying ski mer and dug under the seat anong the rags and chains to bring out
the plastic box. The skimrer doffed again as Dan stepped aboard. 1In the front seat Ruby took the
control line and plugged it into her wist. They noved forward, hissing. The small boat nounted

above the spray on its hydrofoils and sped. Pont St.-Mchel, Pont Neuf, and Pont des Arts dropped
their shadows over the boat. Paris glittered on the shores.

Mnutes later the struts of the Eiffel Tower cleared the buildings left, spotlighted on the night.
Ri ght, above sl anted stone and behind sycanores, the last late strollers noved under the | anps
al ong the All ee des Cygnes.

Pl ei ades Federation, Ark, New Ark, 3162

"All right," his father said. "I1'll tell you.

"I think he should get that scar ... " his nother's inmage spoke fromthe viewing colum. "It's
been three days, and the longer he lets the scar go ..."

"If he wants to go around | ooking as though there was an earthquake in his head, that's his

busi ness," Father said. "But: right now!| want to answer his question." He turned back to Lorqg.
"But to tell you" -- he walked to the wall and gazed out across the city -- "I have to tell you
some history. And not what you | earned at Causby."

It was high sunmer on Ark.

W nd tossed sal non cl ouds about the sky beyond the glass walls. Wen a gust was too strong, the
blue veins of the irises in the windward wall contracted to bright nmandal as, then dil ated when the
eighty-mle wi nds had passed.

His nother's fingers, dark and jewel ed, noved on the rimof her cup

Hi s father folded his hands behind his back as he watched the clouds torn up like rags and flung
from Tong.
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Lorqg | eaned agai nst the back of the mahogany chair, waiting.
"What strikes you as the nost inportant factor in today's society?"
Lorqg ventured after a nonent: "The lack of a solid cultural -- ?"

"Forget Causby. Forget the things that people babble to one another when they feel they have to
say somet hing profound. You're a young nan who nmay soneday control one of the largest fortunes in
the galaxy. |If | ask you a question, | want you to remenber who you are when you answer ne. This
is a society where, given any product, half of it nmay be grown on one world, the other half mned
a thousand light-years away. On Earth, seventeen out of the hundreds of possible elenents make up
ninety per cent of the planet. Take any other world, and you'll find a different dozen nmaking up
ninety to ninety-nine per cent. There are two hundred and sixty-five inhabited worlds and
satellites in the hundred and seventeen sun systens that nake up Draco.

"Here in the Federation we have three-quarters the popul ation of Draco spread over three hundred
and twelve worlds. The forty-two popul ated worlds of the Quter Colonies -- "

"Transportation,” Lorq said. "Transportation fromone world to the other. That's what you nean?"

H s father | eaned against the stone table. "The cost of transportation is what | nmean. And for a
long tinme the biggest factor in the cost of transportation was Illyrion, the only way to get
enough power to hurl the ships between worlds, between stars. Wen ny grandfather was your age,
Illyrion was manufactured artificially, a fewbillion atons at a tinme, at great cost. Just about
then it was discovered there was a string of stars, younger stars, nuch further out fromthe

gal actic center whose planets still possessed nminute quantities of natural Illyrion. And it has
only been since you were born that |arge-scale mning operations have been feasible on those

pl anets that now make up the Quter Col onies."

"Lorg knows this," his nother said. "I think he should have -- "

"Do you know why the Pleiades Federation is a political entity separate from Draco? Do you know
why the Quter Colonies will soon be a separate political entity fromeither Draco or the
Pl ei ades?"

Lorqg | ooked at his knee, his thumb, his other knee. "You're asking me questions and you're not
answering mne, Dad,"

H s father took a breath. "I'mtrying to. Before there was any settling in the Pleiades at all
expansi on throughout Draco was carried on by national governnents on Earth, or by corporations,
ones conparable to Red-shift -- corporations and governnents that could afford the initial cost of

transportation. The new col onies were subsidized, operated, and owned by Earth. They becane part
of Earth, and Earth became the center of Draco. At that tine another technical problemthat was
bei ng solved by the early engineers of Red-shift Limted was the construction of spaceships with
nmore sensitive frequency ranges that could negotiate the conparatively 'dusty' areas of space, as
inthe free-floating interstellar nebulas, and in regions of dense stellar population |Iike the

Pl ei ades, where there was a nmuch hi gher concentration of sloughed-off interstellar matter
Sonething |ike a whirlpool nebula still gives your little yacht trouble. It would have conpletely
i mobilized a ship nade two hundred and fifty years ago. Your great-great-grandfather, when
exploration was just beginning in the Pleiades, was very nuch aware of what |'ve just told you:
the cost of transportation is the nost inportant factor in our society. And within the Plei ades
itself, the cost of transportation is substantially less than in Draco.”

Lorqg frowned. "You nean the distances ...?"

"The central section of the Pleiades is only thirty light-years across and eighty-five long. Sone
three hundred suns are packed into this space, many of themless than a |ight-year apart. The
suns of Draco are scattered over one whole arm of the gal axy, al nost sixteen thousand light-years
fromend to end. There's a big difference in cost when you only have to junp the tiny distances
within the Pl eiades cluster as conpared with the huge expanses of Draco. So you had a different

ki nd of people comng into the Pleiades: snmall businesses that wanted to pick up and nove

t hensel ves | ock, stock, and barrel; co-operative groups of colonists; even private citizens --
rich private citizens, but private neverthel ess. Your great-great-grandfather cane here wth
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three commercial liners filled with junk, prefab hot and col d shelters, discarded nining and
farm ng equi prent for a whole range of clinmates. Mst of it he'd been paid to haul away from
Draco. Two of the liners had been stolen, incidentally. He also had gotten hold of a couple of
atom c cannons. He went around to every new settlenent and offered his goods. And everyone
bought fromhim"

"He forced themto buy at cannon point?"

"No. He also offered them a bonus service that nade it worthwhile to take the junk. You see, the
fact that transportation costs were | ower hadn't stopped the governnents and big corporations from
trying to move in. Any ship that cane bearing a multim || on-dollar nane out of Draco, any

eni ssary from sonme Draco nonopoly trying to extend itself into newterritory -- G andfather blew
t hem up.

"Did he loot themtoo?" Lorq asked. "Did he pick over the renmains?"

"He never told ne. | only know he had a vision -- a selfish, nercenary, ego-centered vision that

he i nmplenented in any way he could, at anyone's expense. During the formative years of its
exi stence, he did not let the Pleiades becone an extension of Draco. He saw in Pleiades'

i ndependence a chance to becone the nost powerful man in a political entity that m ght soneday
rival Draco. Before ny father was your age, great-grandfather had acconplished that."

"l still don't understand what that has to do with Red-shift."

"Red-shift was one of the nega-conpani es that nade the nost concerted efforts to nove into the

Pl ei ades. They tried to claimthe thoriumm nes that are now run by your school friend' s father
Dr. Setsumi. They attenpted to begin harvesting the plastic lichens on Circle IV. Each tine,

G anddad bl ew them up. Red-shift is transportation, and when the cost of transportati on goes down
conpared to the nunber of ships made, Red-shift feels its throat throttled."

"And this is why Prince Red can call us pirates?"

"A couple of tines Aaron Red the first -- Prince's father is the third -- sent one of his nore
uppity nephews to head his expeditions into the Pleiades. Three of them | believe. They never
got back. Even in nmy father's time the feud was pretty nmuch a personal matter. There'd been
retaliation, and it had gone on well beyond the declaration of sovereignty that the Pl ei ades
Federation made in '"twenty-six. One of ny personal projects as a young nan your age was to end
it. M father gave a |l ot of noney to Harvard on Earth, built thema | aboratory, and then sent ne
to the school. | married your nother, fromEarth, and | spent a lot of time talking with Aaron --
Prince's father. It wasn't too difficult to effect, since the sovereignty of the Pleiades had
been an accepted fact for a generation, and Red-shift had | ong since stopped teetering under any
direct threat fromus. M father purchased the Illyrion nmne out at New Brazillia -- this was
back when the mining operations were just beginning in the Quter Colonies -- nainly as an excuse
to have sone reason to deal formally with Red-shift. | never nentioned the feud to you, because
t hought there was no need to."

"Prince is just crazy then, breaking out an old grudge that you and Aaron settled before we were
born. "

"I can't conment on Prince's sanity. But you have to bear in mind: what's the biggest factor
af fecting the cost of transportation today?"

"The Illyrion mines in the Quter Col onies."
"There's a hand around Red-shift's throat again," his father said. "Can you see it?"
"Mning Illyrion naturally is much cheaper than manufacturing it."

"Even if it takes plugging in a population of mllions upon millions. Even if three dozen
conpeting conpani es fromboth Draco and the Pl ei ades have opened nines all over the Quter Col onies
and subsi di zed vast migrations of labor fromall over the galaxy. What strikes you as different
about the set-up of the Quter Col onies as opposed to Draco and the Pl ei ades?"
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"It has, conparatively, all the Illyrion it wants right there."

"Yes. But also this: Draco was extended by the vastly nonied classes of Earth. The Pl ei ades was
popul ated by a conparatively mddl e-class novenent. Though the Quter Col oni es have been pronpted
by those with noney both in the Pl eiades and Draco, the popul ation of the col onies comes fromthe

| owest economic strata of the galaxy. The conbination of cultural difference -- and | don't care
what your social studies teachers at Causby say -- and the difference in the cost of
transportation is what assures the eventual sovereignty of the Quter Colonies. And suddenly Red-
shift is striking out at anyone who has their hands on Illyrion again." He gestured toward his
son. "You've been hit."

"But we've only got one Illyrion mne. Qur noney conmes fromthe control of how many dozen

different types of businesses all over the Pleiades, a few of themin Draco now -- the nine on Sao
Oini is atrifle -- "

"True. But have you ever noticed the businesses we don't handl e?"
"What do you nean, Dad?"

"W have very little noney in shelter or food production. W are in conputers, snall technica

conmponents; we nake the housing for Illyrion batteries; we nake plugs and sockets; we mne heavily
in other areas. The last tinme | saw Aaron, on this past trip, | said to him jokingly of course
"You know, if the price of Illyrion were only at half the price it is now, in a year | could be

meki ng spaceshi ps at |less than half the price you manufacture them' And do you know what he said
to ne, jokingly?"
Lorqg shook his head.

"'1'"ve known that for ten years.

Hi s nother's inmage put her cup down. "I think he nust have his face fixed. You' re such a fine-
| ooki ng boy, Lorqg, it's been three days since that Australian brought you back hone. That scar is
just going to -- "

"Dana," his father said. "Lorqg, can you think of any way to | ower the price of Illyrion by half?"
Lorg frowned. "Wy?"

"I've figured that at the present rate of expansion, in fifteen years the Quter Colonies will be

able to lower the cost of Illyrion by alnbst a quarter. During that tine, Red-shift is going to
try to kill us." He paused. "Knock everything out fromunder the Von Rays, and ultinmately, the
whol e Pl ei ades Federation. W have a long way to fall. The only way we can survive is to kil
themfirst; and the only way we can do that is to figure out a way to get Illyrion dowmn to half
price before it goes down to three quarters, and nmake those ships.” H's father folded his arns.
"I didn't want to get you involved in this, Lorg. | sawthe termnation of the whole affair
coming inny lifetime. But Prince has taken it on hinself to strike the first blow at you. It's

only fair you be told what's happening."
Lorg was | ooking down at his hands. After a while he said, "I'll strike a bl ow back."

"No," his nmother said. "That's not the way to handle this, Lorg. You can't get back at Prince;
you can't think of getting back at -- "

"I"'mnot." He stood up and wal ked to the curtains. "Mm Dad, |I'mgoing out."

"Lorqg," his father said, unfolding his arns, "I didn't nean to upset you. But | just wanted you
to know ... "

Lorg pushed back the brocade curtains. "lI'mgoing down to the Caliban. Good-bye." The drape
swung.

"Lorg -- "

Hi s name was Lorg Von Ray and he lived at 12 Extol Park in Ark, the capital city of the Pleiades

file:/lIF|/rah/Samuel%20R.%20Delaney/Delany,%20Samuel%20R%20-%20Nova.TXT (56 of 146) [8/27/03 11:45:15 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Samuel %20R.%20D el aney/Del any,%20Samuel %620R%20-%20Nova. TX T

Federation. He wal ked beside the nmoving road. Through the wind shields, the winter gardens of
the city bl oomed. People |Iooked at him That was because of the scar, He was thinking about
Illyrion. People |ooked, then | ooked away when they saw himl ook back. Here, in the center of
the Pl ei ades, he hinself was a center, a focus. He had once tried to calculate the amunt of

nmoney that devolved fromhis inmmediate fanily. He was the focus of billions, wal king al ong by the
clear walls of the covered streets of Ark, listening to the glistening Iichens ululate in the
wi nter gardens. One out of five people on the street -- so one of his father's accountants had

informed them -- was being paid a salary either directly or indirectly by Von Ray. And Red-shift
was nmaking ready to declare war on the whol e structure that was Von Ray, that focused on hinself
as the Von Ray heir. At Sao Orini, alizard-like animal with a mane of white feathers roaned and
hissed in the jungles. The nminers caught them starved them then turned them on one another in
the pit to wager on the outcome. How many nmillions of years back, those three-foot |izards
ancestors had been huge, hundred-neter beasts, and, the intelligent race which had inhabited New
Brazillia had worshiped them carving life-sized stone heads about the foundations of their
tenples. But the race -- that race was gone. And the offspring of that race's gods, dwarfed by
evol ution, were nocked in the pits by drunken mners as they clawed and screeched and bit. And he
was Lorg Von Ray. And sonehow Illyrion had to have its price lowered by half. You could flood
the market with the stuff. But where could you go to get what was probably the rarest substance
in the universe? You couldn't fly into the center of a sun and scoop it out of the furnace where
all the substances of the galaxy were snelted fromraw nuclear matter by units of four. He caught
his reflection in one of the mrrored colums, and he stopped just before the turnoff to Nea
Limani. The fissure dislocated his features, full-1lipped, yell oweyed. But where the scar
entered the kinky red, he noticed sonething. The new hair growing was the sane col or and texture
as his father's, soft and yellow as fl aneg,

Where do you get that nmuch Illyrion (he turned fromthe mrrored colum)? Were?

"You' re asking ne, Captain?' Fromthe revolving stage in the floor Dan lifted his nug to his
knee. "If | knew, | wouldn't be bumm ng around this field now." He reached down, took the handle
of the nmug fromhis toes, and drank half. "Thanks for the drink." Wth his wist he scrubbed his
mout h, ringed with stubble and nustached with foam "Wen are you going to get your face put back
t oget her "

But Lorqg was | eani ng back on the seat, |ooking through the ceiling. The lights about the field
left only the hundred brightest stars visible. On the ceiling, the kal ei doscopic wind-iris was
shutting. Centered anong the blue, purple, and vernilion vanes was a star.

"Say, Captain, if you want to go up in the balcony ..

On the second level of the bar, visible through falling water, the freighter officers and sone of
the liner crew m xed with the sportsnen discussing currents and cosnic conditions. The |ower
| evel was crowded with nmechanics and commercial studs. Card ganes progressed in the corner

"l got to get me a job, Captain. Letting me sleep in the back chanmber of Caliban, then getting ne
drunk every night doesn't help much. 1've got to turn you | oose."

W nd passed again; the iris shuddered about the star. "Dan, have you," Lorq nused, "ever realized
that every sun, as we travel between them is a furnace where the very worlds of empire are
snelted? Every elenent anong the hundreds is fused fromtheir central nuclear nmatter. Take that
one there -- " He pointed at the transparent roof. " -- or any one: gold is fusing there right
now, and radium nitrogen, antinony, in amounts that are huge -- bigger than Ark, bigger than
Earth. And there's Illyrion there too, Dan." He l|aughed. "Suppose there were sone way to dip
into one of those stars and ladle out what | wanted." He |aughed again; the sound caught in his
chest, where angui sh, despair, and fury fused. "Suppose we could stand at the edge of sonme star
gone nova and wait for what we wanted to be flung out, and catch it as it flamed by -- but novas
are inplosions, not explosions, hey, Dan?" He pushed the stud's shoul der playfully. Drink

sl oshed fromthe mug's rim

"Me, Captain, | was in a nova, once.”" Dan |licked the back of his hand.

"Were you now?" Lorq pressed his head agai nst the cushion. The hal oed star flickered.
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"Ship | was on got caught in a nova -- nust be about ten years ago."
"Aren't you glad you weren't on it."

"I was. W got out again too."

Lorqg | ooked down fromthe ceiling.

Dan sat forward on the green bench, knobby el bows on his knees; his hands w apped the nug.

"You did?"
"Yeah." Dan glanced at his shoul der where the broken lace on his vest was clunsily knotted. "W
fell in, and we got out."

Puzzl ement surfaced on Lorqg's face.
"Hey, Captain! You |ook fierce, don't you!"

Five times now Lorqg had passed his face in a mrror, thinking it bore one expression, to discover
the scar had translated it into sonething that totally anazed. "Wat happened, Dan?"

The Australian | ooked at his mug. There was only foam at the bottom of the gl ass.

Lorq pressed the order plate on the bench arm Two nore nugs circled toward them foam
di ssol vi ng,

"Just what | needed, Captain," Dan reached out his foot. "One for you. There you go. And one
for me.'

Lorqgq sipped his drink and stuck his feet out to rest on the sandal heels. Nothing noved on his
face, Nothing noved behind it.

"You know the Al kane Institute?" Dan raised his voice above the cheers and | aughter fromthe
corner where two nechanics had begun wrestling on the tranpoline. Spectators waved their drinks.
"On Vorpis in Draco they got this big nmuseumwi th | aboratories and stuff, and they study things
i ke novas."

"My aunt's a curator there." Lorg's voice was |low, words cl earing beneath the shouts.
"Yeah? Anyway, they send out people whenever they get reports of sone star acting up -- "
"Look! She winning is!"

"No! He her armwatch pull!"

"Hey, Von Ray, you the man or wonan will w n think?" A group of officers had conme down the ranp
to watch the match. One sl apped Lorq's shoul der, then turned his hand up. There was a ten-pound
@g piece in his palm

"I not tonight wager nmake." Lorq pushed the hand away.
"Lorqg, | double this on the woman lay -- "
"Tormorrow your noney | take," Lorq said. "Now you go."

The young of ficer made a di sgusted sound and drew his finger down his face, shaking his head to
hi s compani ons.

But Lorgq was waiting for Dan to go on

Dan turned fromthe westling. "It seens a freighter got lost in a tidal drift and noticed
sonet hi ng funny about the spectral |ines of some star a couple of solars away. Stars are nostly
hydrogen, yeah, but there was a big build-up of heavy materials on the gases of the surface; that
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means sonet hing odd. Wen they finally got themselves found, they reported the condition of the
star to the cartographic society of the Al kane, who took a guess at what it was -- the build-up of
a nova. Because the nake-up of a star doesn't change in a nova, you can't detect the build-up
over any distance with spectranalysis or anything like that; Al kane sent-out a teamto watch the
star. They've studied sone twenty or thirty of themin the last fifty years. They put up rings
of renpte-control stations as close to the star as Mercury is to Sol; they send tel evised pictures
of the star's surface; these stations burn the second the sun goes. They put rings of stations
further and further out that send second-by-second reports of the whole thing. At about one light-
week they have the first manned stations; even these are abandoned for stations further out soon
as the nova begins. Anyway, | was on a ship that was supposed to bring supplies to one of these
manned stations that was sitting around waiting for the sun to blow. You know the actual tine it
takes for the sun to go fromits regular brightness to maxi mrum magnitude twenty or thirty thousand
times as bright is only about two or three hours."

Lor g nodded.

"They still can't judge exactly when a nova that they' ve been watching is going to go. Now

don't understand it exactly, but sonehow the sun we were conming to went up just before we reached
our stop-off station. Mybe it was a twist in space itself, or a failure of instrunents, but we
overshot the station and went right on into the sun, during the first hour of inplosion." Dan

| owered his nouth to sip off foam

"Al'l right," Lorg said. "Fromthe heat, you should have been atonized before you were as close to
the sun as Pluto is from Sol. You should have been crushed by the actual physical battering. The
gravitational tides should have torn you to pieces. The anount of radiation the ship was exposed
to shoul d have, first, knocked apart every organic conpound in the ship, and second, fissioned
every atom down into ionized hydrogen -- "

"Captain, | can think of seven nore things without trying. The ionization frequencies should have
-- " Dan stopped. "But none of themdid. Qur ship was funneled directly through the center of
the sun -- and out the other side. W were deposited safely about two |ight-weeks away. The

captain, as soon as he realized what was happening, pulled his head in and turned off all our
sensory-i nput scanners so that we were falling blind. An hour later he peeked out and was very
surprised to find we were still -- period. But the instrunents recorded our path. W had gone
strai ght through the nova." Dan finished his drink. He |ooked sideways at Lorqg. "Captain,
you're | ooking all fierce again."

"What's the expl anation?"

Dan shrugged. "They came up with a |ot of suggestions when Al kane got hold of us. They got these
bubbl es, see, exploding on the surface of any sun, two or three tinmes the size of medi umsized

pl anets, where the tenperature is as |ow as eight hundred or a thousand degrees. That sort of
tenperature night not destroy a ship. Perhaps we were caught in one of those and carried on
through the sun. Sonebody el se suggested perhaps the energy frequencies of a nova are al

pol arized in one direction while sonething caused the ship's energies to polarize in another so
that they sort of passed through one another just like they didn't touch. But other people cane
up with just as many theories to knock those down. Wat seens nost likely is that when tinme and
space are subjected to such violent strains like you got in a nova, the |laws that govern the

nat ural machi nery of physics and physical happenings as we know them just don't work right." Dan
shrugged again. "They never did get it settled.”

"Look! Look, he her down has!"

"One, two -- no, she away pulls --
"No! He her has! He her has!"

On the tranpoline the grinning nechanic staggered over his opponent. Half a dozen drinks had
al ready been brought for him by customhe had to finish as many as he could, and the |oser drink
the rest. Mre officials had come down to congratul ate hi mand stake wagers on the next natch

"1 wonder Lorg frowned.
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"Captain, | know you can't help it, but you shouldn't l[ook |like that."
"I wonder if the Al kane has any record of that trip, Dan."
"l guess they do. Like | say, it was about ten years ...

But Lorg was |looking at the ceiling. The iris had shut under the wind that wacked Ark's night.
The cl ashing mandal a conpl etely covered the star.

Lorqg raised his hands to his face. His lips fell back as he hunted at the roots of the idea
pushing through his mnd. Fissured flesh translated his expression to beatific torture.

Dan started to speak again. Then he noved away, his gristly face filled with puzzl enent.

H s name was Lorq Von Ray. He had to repeat it silently, secure it with repetition; because an
idea had just split his being. As he sat, |looking up, he felt totally shaken. Sonething central
had been parted as violently as Prince's hand had parted his face. He blinked to clear the stars.
And hi s nane

Draco (Roc transit), 3172

"Yes, Captain Von Ray?"
"Pull in the side vanes."
The Mouse pulled in.

"We're hitting the steady stream side vanes in conpletely. Lynceos and |Idas, stay on your vanes
and take the first watch. The rest of you can break out for a while," Lorq' s voice booned over
t he sounds of space.

Turning fromthe vermlion rush, in which hung the charred stars, the Muse blinked and realized
t he chanber once nore.

A ga blinked.

The Mouse sat up on the couch to unpl ug.

"I'"ll see you in the commons," the captain continued. "And Muse, bring your

Chapt er Four

The Mouse pulled the | eather sack fromunder the couch and slung it over his shoul der.

...sensory-syrynx with you."

The door slid back and the Mouse stood at the top of three steps above the blue carpet of the
Roc' s conmons:

A stairway spiraled in a fall of shadows: tongues of netal tw sting under the lights on the
ceiling sent flashings over the wall and the | eaves of the phil odendrons before the mrrored
nosai c.

Katin had al ready seated hinself before the | ayered gam ng board for three-D chess and was setting
up pieces. A final rook clicked to its corner, and the bubble chair, a globe of jellied glycerin
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contoured to the body, bobbed, "All right, who's going to play ne first?"

Captain Von Ray stood at the head of the spiral steps. As he started down, his smashed reflection
gravel ed down the nosaic.

"Captain?" Katin raised his chin. "Muse? Wich one of you wants the first game?"

Tyy and Sebastian cane through the arched door and across the ranp that spanned the |ine-banked
pool filling a third of the room

A breeze.

The water rippled.

Dar knesses sailed in over their heads.

"Down!" from Sebasti an.

Hs armjerked in its socket, and the beasts wheel ed on steel |eashes. The huge pets coll apsed
about himlike rags.

"Sebastian? Tyy? Do you play?" Katin turned to the ranp.

"It used to be a passion with me, but ny gane has gone off a bit." He gazed up the steps, picked
up the rook again, and exam ned the black-cored crystal. "Tell ne, Captain, are these pieces
ori gi nal ?"

At the bottom of the steps Von Ray raised red eyebrows.
Katin grinned. "Ch."

"What are they?" The Mouse cane across the carpet and | ooked over Katin's shoulder. "I've never
seen pieces |like that before."

"Funny style for chess pieces," Katin observed. "Vega Republic. But you see it alot in
furniture and architecture."

"Were's the Vega Republic?" The Muse took up a pawn: inside crystal, a sun system a jewel in
the center, circled a tilted pl ane.

"I't isn't anywhere any nore. It refers to an uprising in twenty-eight hundred when Vega tried to
secede fromDraco. And failed. The art and architecture fromthat period have been taken up by
our artier intellectuals. | suppose there was sonething heroic about the whole business. They
certainly tried as hard as they could to be original-last stand for cultural autonony and al

that. But it's becone sort of a polite parlor gane to trace influences." He picked up another
piece. "I still like the stuff. They did produce three gold nusicians and one incredible poet.
Though only one of the nusicians had anything to do with the uprising. But npbst people don't know
that."

"No kidding?" the Muse said. "All right. ['ll play you a gane." He wal ked around the
chessboard and sat on the green glycerin. "Wat do you want, black or yellow?"

Von Ray reached over the Muse's shoulder for the control panel that had surfaced on the chair arm
and pressed a mcro-swtch.

The lights in the gam ng board went out.
"Hey, why ...?" The Muuse's rough whisper halted on chagrin.

"Take your syrynx, Mouse." Lorq walked to the scul ptured rock on the yellowtiles. "If I told
you to nmake a nova, Muse, what woul d you do?" He sat on a stone outcrop

"l don't know. What do you nean?" The Mouse lifted his instrunent fromits sack. Hs thunb ran
the finger board. His fingers wal ked the inductance plate; the pinky staggered on its stilted
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nail .
"' mtelling you now. Make a nova."
The Mouse paused. Then, "All right," and his hand junped.

Sound runbl ed after the flash. Colors behind the afterinmage blotted vision, swirled in a
di m ni shi ng sphere, were gone.

"Down!" Sebastian was saying. "Down now ...

Lorq laughed. "Not bad. Come here. No, bring your hell-harp.”" He shifted on the rock to nake
room "Show ne how it works."

"Show you how to play the syrynx?"
"That's right."

There are expressions that happen on the outside of the face; there are expressions that happen on
the inside, with only quivers on the lips and eyelids. "I don't usually let people fool with ny

ax. Li ps and eyelids quivered.

" Show ne. "

The Mouse's nouth thinned. He said: "Gve ne your hand." As he positioned the captain's fingers
across the saddl e of the inage-resonance board, blue light glowed before them "Now | ook down
here." The Mwuse pointed to the front of the syrynx. "These three pin-lenses have hol ogramic

grids behind them They focus where the blue light is and give you a three-di mensional image.
Bri ghtness and intensity you control here. Myve your hand forward."

The light increased -- "Now back."
-- and di mmed. "How do you nake an i nage?"

"Took me a year to learn, Captain. Now, these strings control the sound. Each one isn't a
different note; they're different sound textures. The pitch is changed by noving your fingers
closer or further away. Like this." He drew a chord of brass and human voi ces that glissandoed
into unconfortable subsonics. "You want to snell up the place? Back here. This knob controls
the intensity of the imge. You can nake the whole thing highly directional by -- "

"Suppose, Mouse, there was a girl's face that | wanted to re-create; the sound of her voice saying

my nane; the snell of her too. Now, | have your syrynx in ny hands." He lifted the instrunment
fromthe Muse's lap. "Wat should | do?"
"Practice. Captain, look, |I really don't like other people fooling with my ax -- "

He reached for it.
Lorg lifted it out of the Mouuse's reach. Then he |aughed. "Here."

The Mouse took the syrynx and went quickly to the chessboard. He shook the sack and slipped the
i nstrument inside.

"Practice," repeated Lorg. "I don't have time. Not if I'mto beat Prince Red to that Illyrion
hey?"

"Captai n Von Ray?"

Lorq | ooked up.

"Are you going to tell us what's going on?"
"What do you want to know?"

Katin's hand hung on the switch that would reactivate the chessboard. "Were are we going? How
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are we going to get there? And why?"
After noments, Lorqg stood. "Wat are you asking ne, Katin?"

The chessboard flicked on, lighting Katin's chin. "You're in a ganme, playing against Red-shift
Limted. Wat are the rules? Wat's the prize?"

Lorg shook his head. "Try again."
"All right. How do we get the Illyrion?"

"Yes, how we it get?" Tyy's soft voice made them | ook around. At the foot of the bridge, beside
Sebasti an, she had been shuffling her deck of cards. She stopped when they |ooked. "Into the
bl asting sun, plunge?" She shook her head. "How, Captain?”

Lorqg's hands capped the bone knots of his knees. "Lynceos? |das?"

On opposite walls hung two six-foot gilt frames. |In the one just over the Muse's head, ldas |ay
on his side under his conputer's lights. Across the roomin the other frame, hair and eyel ashes
glittering, pale Lynceos was curled on his cabl es.

"Whil e you sail us, keep an ear on."
"Right, Captain,"” Idas nunbled, as a man talks in sleep

Lorq stood up and cl asped his hands. "It's been a good nunber of years since | first had to ask
that question. The person who answered it for ne was Dan."

"Blind Dan?" -- the Muse.

"Dan who junped?" -- Katin.

Lorg nodded. "lInstead of this hunk of freighter" -- He glanced up where sinulated stars hurled on
the high, dark ceiling to remind themthat, anong pools and ferns and shapes of rock, they sped
between worlds -- "I had a racing boat that Dan was studding for. | stayed out too late at a
party one night in Paris, and Dan got nme hone to Ark. He flew ne there all the way by hinself.

My other stud, sone college kid, got scared and ran off." He shook his head. "Just as well. But
there I was. How could | get hold of enough Illyrion to topple Red-shift before they toppled us?
How nmany people would |ike to know that? | nentioned it to Dan one evening when we were drinking
around the yacht basin. Get it out of a sun? He stuck his thunmb in his belt and | ooked at one of
the wind irises dilating over the bar and said, '|l was caught in a nova once,'" Lorq |ooked around
the room "It made ne sit up and listen.”

"What happened to hinP" the Muuse asked.

"How cone he was around | ong enough to get into another one? That's what | want to know. " Katin
returned the rook to the board and | ounged back on the jelly. "Conme on -- where was Dan through
all the fireworks?"

"He was in the crew of a ship that was bringing supplies to one of the Al kane Institute's study
stati ons when the star blew"

The Mouse gl anced back at Tyy and Sebastian, who listened fromthe steps at the end of the ranp.
Tyy was shuffling her cards again

"After a thousand years of study, fromclose up and far away, it's a bit unnerving how nuch we
don't know about what happens in the center of the nost cal anmitous of stellar catastrophes. The
meke-up of the star stays the same, only the organization of the matter within the star is

di srupted by a process that is still not quite understood. It could be an effect of tida
harnmonics. It could even be a prank of Maxwell's denon. The |ongest buil d-ups observed have been
a year and a half, but these were always caught after they were under way. The actual time a nova
takes to reach its peak intensity fromthe tine it blows is a few hours. |In the case of a super-
nova -- and there have only been two on record in our galaxy, one in the thirteenth century in
Cassi opei a, and an unnaned star in twenty-four hundred, and neither of those could be studied up
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close -- the blow takes perhaps two days; in a super-nova the brightness increases by a factor of
several hundred thousand. The resultant |ight and radi o disturbance of a super-nova is nore than
the conbined light of all the stars in the galaxy. Alkane has discovered other gal axies sinmply
because a super-nova occurred inside themand the near-total annihilation of a single star nade

t he whol e gal axy of several billion stars visible."

Tyy flicked cards from hand to hand.
Sebasti an asked, "What to Dan happened?” He reined his pets closer to his knees.

"Hi s ship overshot and was funnel ed through the center of the sun in the mddle of its first hour
of inplosion -- and then funneled out the other side," Yellow eyes fixed Katin. On the ruptured
features it was hard to read subtleties in Lorq' s enptions.

Katin, used to hard readi ngs; dropped his shoulders and tried to sink into the chair.

"They only had seconds' warning. All the captain could do was switch off all incom ng sensory
inputs in the studs."

"They blind flew?" asked Sebastian

Lorg nodded.

"This was a nova Dan was in, before he even net you; the first," confirmed Katin.
"That's right."

"What happened in the second?"

"One nore thing that happened in the first. | went to the Al kane and | ooked up the whol e

busi ness. The hull of the ship was scarred from bonbardnment with [ oose drifting matter at about
the tine it was in the nova's center. The only matter that could break off and drift into the
area of protection around the ship nmust have been fornmed fromthe al nbost solid nuclear matter in
the sun's center. It would have to be forned of elenents with i nmense nuclei, at |east three or
our tinmes the size of uranium"

"You nean the ship was bonbarded with meteors of Illyrion?" the Muse denanded.
"One of the things that happened in the second nova" --

Lorg |l ooked at Katin again -- "was that after our expedition was organized in conplete secrecy,
after a new nova had been located with ny aunt's help fromthe Al kane Institute without letting
anyone know why we wanted to go there, after the expedition was |aunched and under way, | was
trying to re-create the original conditions of the first accident when Dan's ship had fallen into
the sun, as closely as possible, by flying the whol e naneuver blind; | gave an order to the crew
to keep the sensory input off in their perception chanbers. Dan, going against orders, decided he
wanted to take a | ook at what he hadn't seen last tine." Lorqg stood up and turned his back to the
crew. "We weren't even in an area where there nmight have been any physical danger to the ship.
Suddenly | felt one vane of the ship flailing wild. Then | heard Dan screanming.” He turned to
face them "W pulled out and |inped back to Draco and took the tidal drift down to Sol and

| anded on Triton Station. The secrecy ended two nonths back."

"Secrecy?" Katin asked,

The twisted thing that was Lorq's snmile rose in the nmuscles of his face, "Not any nore. | canme to
Triton Station in Draco rather than shelter in the Pleiades. | dismssed ny whole crew with
instructions to tell as nmany people as they could -- all they knew. | |et that nadman stagger
around the port babbling till Hell3 swallowed him | waited. And | waited till what | was

wai ting for cane. Then | picked you up right off the port's concourse. | told you what | was
going to do. Wio did you tell? How nany people heard me tell you? How nany people did you
mutter to, scratching your heads, 'That's a funny thing to do, huh?'" Lorq's hand knotted on a
spi ke of stone.
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"What were you waiting for?"
"A message from Prince."
"Did you get it?"
"Yes."
"What did it say?"

"Does it matter?" Lorqg made a sound nearly laughter. Only it canme fromhis belly. "I haven't
played it yet."

"Why not?" the Mouse asked. "Don't you want to know what he says?"

"I know what |'mdoing. That's enough. We'Il return to the Al kane and | ocate another nova. M
mat henati ci ans canme up with two dozen theories that night explain the phenonenon that lets us
enter the sun. In all of them the effect would reverse at the end of those first few hours
during which the brightness of the star rose to peak intensity."

"How | ong a nova to die takes?" Sebastian asked.

"A few weeks, perhaps two nonths. A super-nova can take up to two years to dwindle.”

"The message, the Muse said. "You don't want to see what Prince says?"

"You do?"

Katin suddenly | eaned over the chessboard. "Yes."

Lorqg laughed. "AIl right." He strode across the room Once nore he touched the control panel on

the Mouse's chair.

In the largest frame on the high wall the light fantasy faded in the two-neter oval of gil ded
| eaves.

"So. That's what you've been doing all these years!" Prince said.

The Mouse wat ched the gaunt jaws and his own jaws cl anped; his eyes raised to Prince's thin, high
hair, and the Muse's own forehead tightened. He pushed forward in the chair, his fingers
twitching to shape, as on a syrynx, the bl aded nose, the wells of blue.

Katin's eyes widened. H s sandal heels grabbed the carpet as involuntarily he pushed away.
"I don't know what you think you're going to acconplish. Nor do | care. But ..."

"That Prince is?" Tyy whispered.

"You'll| fail. Believe ne." Prince smled.

And Tyy's whi sper becane a gasp

"No. | don't even know where you're going. But watch. 1'll get there first. Then" -- he raised
hi s bl ack-gl oved hand -- "we'll see.” He reached forward so that his palmfilled the screen
Then the fingers flicked; there was a tinkle of glass- Tyy gave a little scream

Prince had snapped his finger against the I ens of the nmessage canera, shattering it.
The Muse gl anced at Tyy; she had dropped her cards.
The beasts flapped at the | eash; the wind scattered Tyy's cards on the carpet.

"Here," Katin was saying, "I'll get them" He leaned fromhis seat and reached about the fl oor
with gawky arnms. Lorqg had begun to | augh again.
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A card overturned on the rug by the Muuse's foot. Three-dinmensional within laminated netal, a sun
flared above a black sea. Over the sea wall the sky was alive with flame. On shore two naked
boys hel d hands. The dark one squinted at the sun, his face amazed and | um nous. The tow headed
one | ooked at their shadows on the sand.

Lorq's laughter, like nultiple explosions, rolled in the commons. "Prince has accepted the
challenge." He slapped the stone. "Good! Very good! Hey, and you think we'll neet under the
sun afire?" H's hand went up, a fist. "I can feel his claw. Good! Yes, good!"

The Mouse picked up the card quickly. He |ooked fromthe captain to the view ng screen where the
mul tichrome's shifting hues had replaced the face, the hand. (And there, on opposite walls, were
dimldas and pale Lynceos in their smaller frames.) His eyes fell back to the two boys beneath the
erupting sun.

As he | ooked, his left toes clawed the carpet, his right clutched his boot sole; fear pawed behi nd
his thighs, tangled in the nerves along his backbone. Suddenly he slipped the card into his
syrynx sack. His fingers lingered inside the | eather, becom ng sweaty on the |amnate. Unseen
the picture was even nore frightening. He took his hand out and wiped it on his hip, then | ooked
to see if anyone wat ched.

Katin was | ooking through the cards he had picked up. "This is what you've been playing wth,
Tyy? The Tarot?" He |ooked up. "You're a gypsy, Mouwuse. | bet you've seen these before." He
hel d the cards up so the Muse m ght see.

Not | ooking, the Mouse nodded. He tried to keep his hand fromhis hip. (There had been a big

wonman sitting behind the fire -- in the dirty print skirt -- and the nustachi oed nen sat around
under the flickering overhang of rock, watching while the cards flashed and flashed in her fat

hands. But that had been ...)

"Here," Tyy said. "You to nme themgive." She reached.
"May | ook through the whole set?" asked Katin

Her gray eyes widened. "No." Surprise was in her voice.
"I"'msorry," Katin began, confused. "I didn't nean to ..."
Tyy took the cards.

"You do you read the cards?" Katin tried to keep his face fromfreezing.

She nodded.

"Tarot reading is conmon over the Federation," Lorq said. He was sitting on the scul pture. "O
Prince's message, your cards anything have to say?" As he turned, his eyes flashed |ike jasper
like gold. "Perhaps your cards of Prince and me will speak?"

The Mouse was surprised how easily the captain slipped on the Pleiades dialect. The expression
i nside was a quick smile.

Lorq left the stone. "What the cards about this swing into the night say?"
Sebasti an, gazing fromunder thick blond brows, pulled his dark shapes cl oser.
"I their patterns want to see. Yes. Where Prince and nyself anong the cards fall?"

If she read, he would have an opportunity to see nore of the cards: Katin grinned. "Yes, Tyy.
G ve us a reading on Captain's expedition. How well does she read them Sebastian?"

"Tyy never wong is."

"You for a few seconds only Prince's face have seen. 1In the face the lines of a man's fate mapped
are." Lorqg put his fists on his hips. "Fromthe crack across mne, you where those lines ny fate
can tell wll touch?"
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"No, Captain -- " Her eyes dropped to her hands. The cards | ooked nmuch too big for her stil
fingers. "I the cards only array and read."

"l haven't seen anybody read the Tarot since |I was in school." Katin |ooked back at the Mouse.
"There was one character fromthe Pleiades in ny philosophy sem nar who knew his cards. | suppose
at one tine you could have called ne quite an amateur aficionado of the Book of Toth, as they were
incorrectly labeled in the seventeenth century. | would say rather" -- he paused for Tyy's
corroboration -- "the Book of the Gail?"

None cane.

"Come. Gve ne a reading, Tyy." Lorq dropped his fists to his sides.

Tyy's fingertips rested on the gol den backs. From her seat at the bottom of the ranp, gray eyes
hal ved by epicanthi, she | ooked between Katin and Lorg.

She said: "I will."

"Muse," Katin called, "cone on and take a ook at this. G ve us your opinion on the performance -
- The Mouse stood up in the light of the gaming table. "Hey ...!"

They turned at the wecked voice. "You believe in that?"
Katin rai sed an eyebrow.

"You call me superstitious because | spit in the river? Now you tell the future with cards!
Ahnnn!"  which is not really the sound he nade. Still it meant disgust. His gold earring shook
and fl ashed.

Katin frowned
Tyy's hand hung over the deck

The Mouse dared half the distance of the rug. "You're really going to try and tell the future
with cards? That's silly. That's superstitious!"”

"No it's not, Mouse," Katin countered. "One would think that you of all people-"
The Mouse waved his hand and barked hoarse |laughter. "You, Katin, and themcards. That's
sonet hi ng! "

"Mouse, the cards don't actually predict anything. They sinply propagate an educated comentary
on present situations -- "

"Cards aren't educated! They're netal and plastic. They don't know --

"Mouse, the seventy-eight cards of the Tarot present synmbols and nythol ogi cal inages that have
recurred and reverberated through forty-five centuries of human history. Someone who under st ands
these synmbol s can construct a dial ogue about a given situation. There's nothing superstitious
about it. The Book of Changes, even Chal dean Astrol ogy only becone superstitious when they are
abused, enployed to direct rather than gui de and suggest."

The Mouse nmde that sound again.
"Real ly, Muuse! It's perfectly logical; you talk like sonebody living a thousand years ago."

"Hey, Captain?'" The Muuse closed the rest of the distance and, peering around Lorq's el bow,
squinted at the deck in Tyy's lap. "You believe in those things?" H's hand fell on Katin's
forearm as though holding it, he might keep it still.

Ti ger eyes beneath rusted brows showed agony; Lorg was grinning. "Tyy, ne the cards read."
She turned the deck over and passed the pictures -- "Captain, you one choose" -- fromhand to
hand.
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Lorq squatted to see. Suddenly he stopped the passing cards with his forefinger. "The Kosnpbs, it
| ooks like." He naned the card his finger had fallen on. "In this race, the universe the prize
is." He |looked up at the Mouse and Katin. "Do you think |I should pick the Kosnbs to start the
readi ng?" Franmed by the bul k of his shoulders, the "agony" grew subtle.

The Mouse answered with a twi st of dark |ips.
"Co ahead," Katin said.
Lorqg drew the card:

Morni ng fog wove birch and yew and holly trees; in the clearing a naked figure | eaped and cavorted
in the blue dawn.

"Ah," said Katin, "the Dancing Hermaphrodite, the union of all nale and fermale principles." He

rubbed his ear between two fingers. "You know, for about three hundred years or so, from about

ei ghteen-ninety to after space travel began, there was a highly Christianized set of Tarot cards
designed by a friend of WlliamButler Yeats that becanme so popular, they alnost obliterated the
true inages."

As Lorq tilted the card, diffraction inmages of aninals flashed and di sappeared in the nystic
grove. The Muse's hand tightened on Katin's arm He raised his chin to question

"The beasts of the apocal ypse," Katin answered. He pointed over the captain's shoulder to the
four corners of the grove: "Bull, Lion, Eagle, and that funny little ape-like creature back there
is the dwarf god Bes, originally of Egypt and Anatolia, protector of wonen in |abor, the scourge
of the nmserly, a generous and terrible god. There's a statue of himthat's fairly fanous: squat,
grinning, fanged, copulating with a |lioness."

"Yeah," the Mouse whispered. "I seen that statue."

"You have? Where?"

"Some museum " He shrugged. "In Istanbul, | think. A tourist took ne there when | was a kid."
"Alas," mused Katin, "I have been content with three-dinmensional hol ograns."”

"Only it's no dwarf. It's" -- the Muuse's rasp halted as he | ooked up at Katin -- "nmaybe tw ce as
tall as you." His pupils, rolling in sudden recollection, showed vei ned whites.

"Captain Von Ray, you well the Tarot know?" Sebastian asked.

"I'"ve had ny cards read perhaps a half dozen tines," Lorq explained. "M/ nother didn't like mny
stopping to listen to the readers who would have their little tables set up under the w nd-shield
junctions on the streets. Once, when | was five or six | managed to get lost. Wile | was
wandering around a part of Ark I'd never seen before, | stopped and got ny fortune read." He

| aughed; the Muse, who had not judged the gathering expression right, had expected anger. "Wen
| did get home and told ny nother, she grew very upset and told nme | nustn't do it again.

"She knew it was all stupid!" the Muse whispered.

"What had the cards said?" Katin asked.

"Sonet hi ng about a death in ny famly."

"Did anyone die?"

Lorq's eyes narrowed. "About a nmonth later ny uncle was killed."
Katin reflected on the sound of ms. Captain Lorq Von Ray's uncle?

"But well the cards you do not know?" Sebastian asked once nore.
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"Only the names of a few -- the Sun, the Mon, the Hanged-man. But | on their meani ngs never
studi ed. "

"Ah." Sebastian nodded. "The first card picked always yourself is. But the Kosnbs a card of the
Maj or Arcana is. A human being it can't represent. Can't pick."

Lorqg frowned. Puzzlenent |ooked |ike rage. Msinterpreting, Sebastian stopped.

"What it is,” Katin went on, "in the Tarot pack there are fifty-six cards of the M nor Arcana --
just like the fifty-two playing cards, only with pages, knights, queens, and kings for court
cards. These deal with ordinary human affairs: |ove, death, taxes -- things like that. There are

twenty-two other cards: the Major Arcana, with cards |ike the Fool and the Hanged-man. They
represent primal cosmic entities. You can't very well pick one of themto represent yourself."

Lorqg | ooked at the card a few seconds. "Wiy not?" He |ooked up at Katin. Al expression was
gone now. "I like this card. Tyy said choose, and | chose."

Sebastian's hand rose. "But -- "

Tyy's sl ender fingers caught her conpanion's hairy knuckles. "He chose," she said. The netal of
her eyes flashed from Sebastian to the captain, to the card. "There it place." She gestured for
himto lay the card down. "The captain which card he wants can choose."

Lorg laid the card on the carpet, the dancer's head toward hinself, the feet toward Tyy.
"The Kosnps reversed,” nuttered Katin.
Tyy gl anced up. "Reversed for you, upright for me is. Her voice was sharp

"Captain, the first card you pick doesn't predict anything," Katin said. "Actually, the first
card you take renoves all the possibilities it represents fromyour reading."

"What does it represent?" Lorqg asked.

"Here male and female unite," Tyy said. "The sword and the chalice, the staff and the dish join.
Conpl etion and certain success it means; the cosmic state of divine awareness it signifies.
Victory."

"And that's all been cut frommy future?" Lorq s face assuned agony again. "Fine! Wat sort of
a race would it be if I knew |l was going to w n?"

"Reserved it nmeans obsession with one thing, stubbornness,"” Katin added. "Refusal to learn -- "
Tyy suddenly closed the cards. She held out the deck. "You, Katin, the reading will conplete?"

"Huh? ... I ... Look, I'msorry. | didn't ... Anyway, | only know the meani ng of about a dozen
cards." His ears blushed along the rins. "I'Il be quiet.”

A wing brushed the floor.

Sebastian stood and pulled his pets away. One flapped to his shoulder. A breeze, and the Muse's
hair tickled his forehead.

Al'l were standing now except Lorqg and Tyy, who squatted with the Danci ng Her maphrodite between.
Once nmore Tyy shuffled and fanned the cards, this time face down. "Choose."
Broad fingers with thickened nails clanped the card, drew

A wor kman stood before a double vault of stone, a stone-cutter plugged into his wists. The
machi ne was carving its third five-pointed star into the transom Sunlight lit the mason and the
buil ding face. Through the doorway, darkness sank away.

"The Three of Pentacles. This card you covers."

file:/lIF|/rah/Samuel%20R.%20Delaney/Delany,%20Samuel%20R%20-%20Nova.TXT (69 of 146) [8/27/03 11:45:16 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Samuel %20R.%20D el aney/Del any,%20Samuel %620R%20-%20Nova. TX T

The Mouse | ooked at the captain's forearm The oval socket was al nost |ost between the double
tendon along his wist.

The Mouse fingered the socket on his own arm The plastic inset was a quarter the width of his
wist: both sockets were the sane size.

The captain lay the Three of Pentacles on the Kosnos.
"Agai n choose."
The card cane out upside down:

A bl ack-haired youngster in brocade vest, with boots of tooled |leather, |eaned on the hilt of a
sword on which was a jeweled silver lizard. The figure stood in shadow under crags; the Muse
couldn't tell if it were boy or girl.

"The Page of Swords reversed. This card you crosses."
Lorqg placed the card crosswi se on the Three of Pentacles.
"Agai n choose."

Above a seaside, in a clear sky with birds, a single hand, extending fromcoils of mst, held a
five-pointed star-formin a circle.

"The Ace of Pentacles." Tyy pointed below the crossed cards. Lorqg placed the card there. "This
card beneath you lies. Choose."

A big blond fellow stood on the flag path within a garden. He |ooked up, his hand back. A red
bird was about to light on his wist. On the stones of the court, nine star-shapes were cut.

"The N ne of Pentacles." She pointed beside the pattern on the rug. "This card behind you lies."
Lorqg placed the card.

"Choose. "

Upsi de down agai n:

Bet ween storm cl ouds burned a violet sky. Lightning had ignited the top of a stone tower. Two
men had | eaped fromthe upper bal cony. One wore rich clothing. You could even see his jeweled
rings and the gold tassels on his sandals. The other wore a conmon work vest, was barefoot,
bear ded.

"The Tower, reversed!" Katin whispered. "Unh-oh. | know what -- " and stopped because Tyy and
Sebasti an | ooked.

"The Tower reversed." Tyy pointed above the patter "This above you lies."

Lorg placed the card, then drew a seventh.

"The Two of Swords, reversed."”

Upsi de down:

A blindfol ded womran sat on a chair before the ocean, holding two swords crossed on her breasts.
"This before you lies."

Wth three cards in the center and four around, the first seven cards fornmed a cross.

"Agai n choose." Lorq chose.

"The King of Swords. Here it place.” The King went to the left of the cross.
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"And once nore." Lorqg drew his ninth card. "The Three of Wands reversed." Wich went bel ow the
King. "The Devil -- "

Katin | ooked at the Mouse's hand. The fingers arched and the little nail bit Katin's arm
" -- reversed.”
The fingers relaxed; Katin |ooked back at Tyy.

"Here place." The upside-down Devil went bel ow the Wands. "And choose."

"The Queen of Swords. This final card here place.” Beside the cross there was now a vertical row
of four cards.

Tyy squared the pack.

She brushed her fingers under her chin. As she bent over the vivid di oramas, her iron-colored
hai r broke on her shoul der

"Do you see Prince in there?" Lorq asked. "Do you see ne, and the sun |'mafter?"
"You | see; and Prince. A wonan al so, sonehow related to Prince, a dark worman -- "
"Bl ack hair, but blue eyes?" Lorq said. "Prince's eyes are blue."

Tyy nodded. "Her too | see."

"That's Ruby."

"The cards nostly swords and pentacles are. Mich noney | see. Also much struggle about and
around it there is."

"Wth seven tons of Illyrion?" the Muse nmunbled. "You don't have to read cards to see -- "
"Shhh ..." fromKatin.
"The only positive influence fromthe Major Arcana the Devil is. A card of violence, of

revolution, of struggle it is. But also the birth of spiritual understanding it signifies.

Pent acl es at the begi nning of your reading lay. They cards of noney and wealth are. Swords them
overtake; cards of power and conflict. The wand the synbol of intellect and creativity is.

Though the nunber of the wands three and lowis, high the reading it comes. That good is. But no
cups -- the synbol of the enotions and particularly love -- there are. Bad is. To be good, wands
must cups have." She lifted the cards in the center of the cross: the Kosnbs, the Three of

Pent acl es, the Page of Swords.

"Now ..." Tyy paused. The four nen breathed together. "You yourself as the world see. The card
covering you of nobility, of aristocracy speaks. As well, sonme skill which you possess -- "

"You said you used to be a racing captain, didn't you?" asked Katin.

"That with material increase you are concerned, this card reveals. But the Page of Swords you
crosses. "

"That's Prince?"

Tyy shook her head. "A younger person it is. Sonmeone already close to you nowit is. Soneone
you know. A dark, very young man perhaps -- "

Katin was first to |l ook at the Muse.
" -- who sonehow between you and your flam ng sun will cone."
Now Lor g | ooked up over his shoul der

"Hey, now. Look ..." The Mwuse frowned at the others. "Wat are you going to do? Fire ne the
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first stopover because of sone stupid cards? You think I want to cross you up?"
"Even if he you fired," Tyy said, glancing up, "it would nothing change."
The captain slapped the Muwuse's hip. "Don't mnd it, Muse."

"If you don't believe in them Captain, why waste your time listening to ...?" and stopped
because Tyy had repl aced the cards.

“I'n your imedi ate past,"'
a purpose pointed."

Tyy went on, "the Ace of Pentacles lies. Again, nuch noney, but toward

"Setting up this expedition nmust have cost an armand a |eg," Katin conment ed.
"And an eye and an ear?" Sebastian's knuckles rippled on the head of one of his pets.

"In the far past, the Nne of Pentacles lies. Again a card of wealth it is. You success are used
to. The best things you have enjoyed. But in your inmmrediate future the Tower reversed is. In
general this signifies -- "

-- go directly to jail. Do not pass go. Do not" -- Katin's ears glowed again as Tyy narrowed
her eyes at him-- "collect tw hundred pounds @g." He coughed.

"Inprisonnment this card signifies; a great house topples."

"The Von Rays have had it?"

"Whose house | did not say."

At that Lorqg | aughed.

"Beyond it, the Two of Swords reversed lies. O wunnatural passion, Captain, beware."
"What's that supposed to nean?" the Mouse whi spered.

But Tyy had noved fromthe cross of seven cards to the row of four.

"At the head of your endeavors the King of Swords sits."

"That's nmy friend Prince?"

"It is. Your life he can affect. He a strong man is, and easily to wi sdom he you may | ead; al so
your death.” Then she | ooked up, her face sharply distraught. "As well, all our lives ... He --

When she did not go on, Lorqg asked, "What, Tyy?" Her voice cal ned al ready, becanme a deeper
sol i der thing.

"Bel ow him - -

"What was it, Tyy?"

-- the Three of Wands reversed lies. O offered his beware. The best defense agai nst
di sappoi nt mrent expectation is. The foundation of this the Devil is. But reversed. You the
spiritual understanding of which | spoke will receive in the -- "

"Hey." The Muse | ooked up at Katin. "What'd she see?"
" Shhh. "

-- comng struggle, the surface of things away will fall. The workings beneath strange and
stranger will seem And though the King of Swords the walls of reality back will pull, behind
them t he Queen of Swords you will discover."

"That's ... Ruby? Tell nme, Tyy: do you see the sun?"
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"No sun. Only the woman, dark and powerful as her brother, her shadow casts --
"Fromthe Iight of what star?"

"Her shadow across both you and Prince falls --

Lorg waved his hands over the cards. "And the sun?"
"Your shadow in the night is cast. Stars in the sky | see. But still no single sun -- "
"No!" Only it was the Mouse. "It's all stupid! Nonsense! Nothing, Captain!" H s nail dug, and

Katin jerked his armaway. "She can't tell you anything with them " Suddenly he lurched to the
side. Hi s booted foot kicked anbng Sebastian's creatures. They rose and beat at the end of their
chai ns.

"Hey, Mouse! What are you -- "
He swept his bare foot across the patterned cards.
n |_by ! n

Sebastian pul | ed fl appi ng shadows back. "Come, still now be!" H's hand noved from head to head,
knuckl e and thumb working qui et behind dark ears and jaws.

But the Mouse had already stal ked up the ramp across the pool. His sack banged his hip at each
step till he di sappeared.

"I"ll go after him Captain." Katin ran up the ranp
As wings settled by Sebastian's sandals, Lorq stood.
On her knees Tyy picked up her scattered cards.

"You two back on vanes | put. Lynceos and Idas I'Il relieve." As hunor translated to agony, so
concern appeared a grin. "You to your chanbers, go."

Lorg took Tyy's arm as she stood. Three expressions struck her face, one after the other
surprise, fear, and the third was when she recogni zed his.

"For what you in the cards have read, Tyy, | you thank."
Sebastian noved to take her hand fromthe captain's.
"Again, | you thank."

In the corridor to the Roc's bridge, projected stars drifted on the black wall. Against the blue
one, the Muse sat cross-legged on the floor, sack in lap. His hand nol ded shapes in the | eather
He stared at the circling lights.

Katin strolled up the hall, hands behind his back. "Wwat the hell's wong with you?" he inquired
am cabl y.

The Mouse | ooked up, and let his eyes catch a star energing fromKatin's ear
"You certainly like to make things conplicated for yourself."

The star drifted down, disappeared at the fl oor.

"And by the way, what was the card you stuck in your sack?"

The Mouse's eyes cane back to Katin's fast. He blinked.

"I"mvery good at picking up on that sort of thing." Katin |eaned back on the star-fl ecked wal l
The ceiling projector that duplicated the outside night flashed dots of Iight across his short
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face, his long, flat belly. "This isn't the best way to get on the captain's good side. You've
got some odd ideas, Muuse - admitted, they're fascinating. |f sonebody had told ne I'd be working
in the sane crew, today in the thirty-first century, with sonmebody who could honestly be skeptica
about the Tarot, | don't think | would have believed it. You're really from Earth?"

"Yeah, I"'mfromEarth."

Katin bit at a knuckle. "Conme to think of it, | doubt if such fossilized ideas could have cone

from anywhere el se but Earth. As soon as you have people fromthe tines of the great stellar
m grations, you re dealing with cultures sophisticated enough to conprehend things |ike the Tarot.

| wouldn't be surprised if in some upper Mngolian desert town there isn't soneone who stil
thinks Earth floats in a dish on the back of an el ephant who stands on a serpent coiled on a

turtle swinming in the sea of forever. In a way I'mglad | wasn't born there, fascinating place
that it is. It produces sone spectacul ar neurotics. There was one character at Harvard -- " He
paused and | ooked back at the Mouwuse. "You're a funny kid. Here you are, flying this star-

freighter, a product of thirty-first-century technol ogy, and at the same time your head full of a
whol e handful of petrified ideas a thousand years out of date. Let me see what you sw ped?"

The Mouse jamed his forearminto the sack, pulled out the card. He |ooked at it, back and front,
till Katin reached down and took it.

"Do you renenber who told you not to believe in the Tarot?" Katin exam ned the card.

"It was nmy ... The Mouse took the sack rimin his hands and squeezed. "This woman. Back when
was a real little kid, five or six."

"Was she a gypsy too?"

"Yeah. She took care of nme. She had cards, like Tyy's. Only they weren't three-D. And they
were old. Wien we were going around in France and Italy, she gave readings for people. She knew
al |l about them what the pictures neant and all. And she told ne. She said no nmatter what
anybody said, it was all phony. It was all just fake and didn't nean anything. She said gypsies
had given the Tarot cards to everybody el se."

"That's right. Gypsies probably brought themfromthe East to the Wst in the eleventh and
twel fth centuries. And they certainly hel ped distribute them about Europe for the next five
hundred years."

"That's what she told nme, that the cards belonged to the gypsies first, and the gypsi es knew
they're just fake. And never to believe them"

Katin smled. "A very romantic notion. | cotton to it myself: the idea that all those synbols,
filtered dowmn through five thousand years of mythol ogy, are basically neani ngl ess and have no
bearing on man's nmind and actions, strikes a little bell of nihilismringing. Unfortunately I
know t oo much about these synbols to go along with it. Still, I"'minterested in what you have to
say. So this woman you lived with when you were a child, she read Tarot cards, but she stil

i nsisted they were fal se?"

"Yeah." He let go of the sack. "Only ..."
"Only what?" Katin asked when the Muse did not go on

"Only, there was one night -- just before the end. There was no one there but gypsies. W were
waiting in a cave, at night. W were all afraid, because sonething was going to happen. They
whi spered about it, and if any of the kids cane around, they shut up. And that night, she read

the cards -- only not like it was phony. And they all sat around the fire in the dark, |istening
to her tell the cards. And the next norning sonebody woke ne up early, while the sun was stil
com ng up over the city between the nountains. Everybody was leaving. | didn't go with Mama --
the wonman who read the cards. | never saw any of them Again. The ones | went with, they

di sappeared soon. | ended up getting to Turkey all by nyself." The Muse thunbed a form beneath
the leather. "But that night, when she was reading the cards in the firelight, I remenber | was

awful scared. They were scared too, see. And they wouldn't tell us about what. But it nmade them
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scared enough to ask the cards -- even though they knew it was all phony."

"l guess when the situation gets serious, people will use their common sense and give up their
superstitions |long enough to save their necks." Katin was frowing. "Wat do you think it was?"

The Mouse shrugged. "Perhaps people were after us. You know with gypsies. Everybody thinks that
gypsies steal things. W did, too. Mybe they were going to cone after us fromthe town. Nobody
Ii kes gypsies, on Earth. That's cause we don't work."

"You work hard enough, Mouse. That's why | wonder that you get involved in all this other ness
back with Tyy. You'll spoil your good nane."

"I haven't been with gypsies steady since | was seven or eight. Besides, | got ny sockets.
Though | didn't get themtill | was at Cooper Astronautics in Ml bourne.”

"Real ly? Then you nust have been at least fifteen or sixteen. That certainly is late. On Luna
we got ours when we were three or four so we could operate teaching conputers at school." Katin's
expressi on suddenly concentrated. "You nmean there was a whole group of grown nmen and woren, with
children, wandering around fromtown to town, country to country, on Earth w thout sockets?"

"Yeah. | guess there was."
"Wthout sockets there's not nuch in the line of work you can do."
"Sure isn't."

"No wonder your gypsies were being hounded. A group of adults traveling around w thout plug
facilities!™ He shook his head. "But why didn't you get then?"

"That's just gypsies. W never had them W never wanted them | took them because | was by
mysel f, and -- well, | guess it was easier." The Muse hung his forearns over his knees. "But
that was still no reason for themto cone and run us out of town whenever we got settled. Once, |
renmenber, they got two gypsies, and killed them They beat themup till they were half dead, and
then cut their arns off and hung them head down fromtrees to bleed to death -- "

"Mbuse!" Katin's face tw sted.

"I was only a kid, but |I remenber. Maybe that's what nade Morma finally decide to ask the cards
what to do even though she didn't believe. Mybe that's what nade us break up."

"Only in Draco," Katin said. "Only on Earth."

The dark face turned up at him "Wy, Katin? Go on, you tell me, why did they do that to us."
No question nmark at the end of his sentence. Hoarse outrage instead.

"Because people are stupid, and narrow, and afraid of anything different." Katin closed his eyes.
"That's why | prefer nobons. Even on a big one, it's hard to get so nmany people together that that
sort of thing happens."” H s eyes opened. "Mouse, consider this. Captain Von Ray has sockets.
He's one of the richest nen in the universe. And so does any niner, or street cleaner, or
bartender, or file clerk, or you. In the Pleiades Federation or in the Quter Colonies, it's a
totally cross-cultural phenonenon -- part of a way of considering all nachines as a direct
extension of man that has been accepted by all social levels since Ashton Clark. Up until this
conversation, | would have said it was a totally cross-cultural phenomenon on Earth as well.

Until you rem nded ne that on our strange ancestral home world, sone incredible cultura
anachroni sms have managed to dodder on until today. But the fact that a group of non-socketed
gypsi es, inpoverished, trying to work where there's no work to do, telling fortunes by a nethod
that they have totally ceased to understand while the rest of the universe has nanaged to achieve
t he understandi ng these sane gypsies' ancestors had fifteen hundred years back -- |aw ess eunuchs
nmoving into a town couldn't have been nore upsetting to the ordi nary socketed worki ngnan or wonan.
Eunuchs? When you plug into a big machine, you call that studding; you wouldn't believe where
that expression cane from No, | don't understand why it happened. But | do understand a little
of the how" He shook his head. "Earth is a funny place. | was there in school four years, and
| had just begun to learn how nuch of it | didn't understand. Those of us who weren't born there
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probably will never be able to figure it conpletely. Even in the rest of Draco, we |ead nuch
sinmpler lives, |I think." Katin |ooked at the card in his hand. "You know the nane of this card
you sw ped?”

The Mouse nodded. "The Sun."

"You know if you go around pinching cards, they can't very well show up in the reading. Captain
was rather anxious to see this one."

"l know." He ran his fingers along the strap of his sack, "The cards were already talking about
me coning between Captain and his sun; and I'd just pinched the card fromthe deck." The Muse
shook hi s head.

Katin held the card out. "Wy don't you give it back? Wile you're at it, you m ght apol ogize
for kicking up that fuss."

The Mouse | ooked down for half a mnute. Then he stood, took the card, and started up the hall

Katin watched himturn the corner. Then he crossed his arnms and dropped his head to think. And
his mind drifted to the pale dusts of renenbered noons.

Katin mulled in the quiet hall; finally he closed his eyes. Sonething tugged at his hip.
He opened them "Hey -- "

Lynceos (with Idas a shadow at his shoulder) had conme up to himand pulled the recorder out of his
pocket by the chain. He had held up the jeweled box. "Wuat's this -- "

" -- thing do?" |Idas finished.

"You m nd giving that back?" The foundations for Katin's annoyance were laid at their

interruption of his thoughts. It was built on their presunption

"W saw you fooling with it back at the port." Idas took it fromhis brother's white fingers --
"Look -- " Katin began

-- and handed it back to Katin. "Thanks!" He started to put it back into his pocket. "Show us

how it works --

-- and what you use it for?"

Katin paused, then turned the recorder in his hand. "It's just a matrix recorder where | can
dictate notes and file them |[|I'musing it to wite a novel."

I das said, "Hey, | know what that -- "

-- me too. Wiy do you want to --

-- have to make one of --

-- why don't you just nmake a psychorana --

-- is so nmuch easier. Are we --

e init?"

Katin found hinself starting to say four things. Then he |aughed. "Look, you glorified salt and
pepper shakers, | can't think Iike that!" He pondered a nonment. "I don't know why | want to
wite one. I'msure it would be easier to make a psychorama if | had the equi pment, the nobney,
and the connections in a psychorama studio. But that's not what | want. And | have no idea
whether you'll be "init' or not. | haven't begun to think about the subject. [I'mstill making
notes on the form" They frowned. "On structure, the aesthetics of the whole business. You
can't just sit down and wite, you know. You have to think. The novel was an art form | have

to invent it all over again before |l can wite one. The one | want to wite, anyway."
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"Ch," Lynceos said.

"You sure you know what a novel --

-- of course | do. Did you experience Var --

-- and Peace. Yeah. But that was a psychorama --

-- with Che-ong as Natasha. But it was --

-- taken froma novel? That's right, | --

-- you renenber now?"

"Um hm" |das nodded darkly behind his brother. "Only" -- He was talking to Katin now -- "how
come you don't know what you want to write about?"

Katin shrugged.

"Then maybe you'll wite sonething about us if you don't know yet what -- "

" -- can we sue himif he says sonething that isn't -- "

"Hey," Katin interrupted. "I have to find a subject that can support a novel. | told you, |
can't tell you if you're going to be init or -- "

" -- what sort of things you got in there anyway?" |des was saying around Lynceos' shoul der

"Huh? Like | said, notes. For the book."

"Let's hear."

"Look, you guys don't Then he shrugged. He dialed the ruby pivots on the recorder's top

then flicked it to seven. Bear in mnd that the novel -- no matter how intinmate, psychol ogi cal
or subjective -- is always a historical projection of its own tine." The voice played too high
and too fast. But it facilitated review "To nmake nmy book, | must have an awareness of ny tine's

conception of history."

Idas' hand was a bl ack epaul et on his brother's shoulder. Wth eyes of bark and coral, they
frowned, flexed their attention.

"History? Thirty-five hundred years ago Herodotus and Thucydides invented it. They defined it as
the study of whatever had happened during their own lives. And for the next thousand years it was
nothing el se. Fifteen hundred years after the G eeks, in Constantinople, Anna Comena, in her
legalistic brilliance (and in essentially the sane | anguage as Herodotus) wote history as the
study of those events of man's actions that had been docunmented. | doubt if this charning
Byzantine believed things only happened when they were witten about. But incidents unchronicled
were sinply not considered the province of history in Byzantium The whol e concept had
transformed. In another thousand years we had reached that century which began with the first

gl obal conflict and ended with the first conflict between gl obes brewing. Sonehow the theory had
arisen that history was a series of cyclic rises and falls as one civilization overtook another.
Events that did not fit on the cycle were defined as historically uninmportant. It's difficult for
us today to appreciate the differences between Spengler and Toynbee, though fromall accounts
their approaches were considered polar in their day. To us they seemnerely to be quibbling over
when or where a given cycle began. Now that another thousand years has passed, we nust westle
with De Biling and Broblin, 34-Alvin and the Crespburg Survey. Sinply because they are

contenporary, | know they nmust inhabit the same historic view But how many dawns did | see
flickering beyond the docks of the Charles while |I stal ked and pondered whether | held with
Saunder's theory of Integral Historical Convection or was | still with Broblin after all. Yet |
have enough -- prospective to know that in another thousand years these differences will seem as

m nute as the controversy of two medi eval theol ogi ans disputing whether twelve or twenty-four
angel s can dance on the head of a pin.
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"Note to nyself nunber five thousand three hundred and eight. Never |oose the pattern of stripped
sycanores against vermlion -- "

Katin flicked off the recorder

"Ch," Lynceos said. "That was sort of odd --

-- interesting," ldas said. "Did you ever figure it out --

-- he nmeans about the history --

-- about our tine's historical concept?"

"Well, actually, | did. It's quite an interesting theory, really. If you just --

"I inmagine it nmust be very conplicated,”" ldas said. "I nean --

-- for people living nowto grasp --

"Surprisingly enough, it isn't." (Katin) "All you have to do is realize how we regard --

-- Maybe for people who live later --

-- it wn't be so difficult --

"Really. Haven't you noticed," (Again Katin) "how the whole social matrix is | ooked at as though
it -- "

"We don't know nuch about history." Lynceos scratched his silver wool. "I don't think -- "

-- we could understand it now --

"Of course you could!"™ (Katin encore) "I can explain it very --

-- Maybe later --

-- in the future --
" --it'll be easier."
Dark and white sniles bobbed at himsuddenly. The twins turned and wal ked away.
"Hay," Katin said. "Don't you ...? | mean, | can ex ..." Then, "Ch."

He frowned and put his hands on his hips, watching the twins anble down the corridor. |Idas' black
back was a screen for fragnmented constellations. After a nonent Katin lifted his recorder
flicked the ruby pips and spoke softly:

"Note to nyself nunber twelve thousand eight hundred and ten: Intelligence creates alienation and
unhappi ness in ..."

He stopped the recorder. Blinking, he | ooked after the tw ns.

" Capt ai n?"
At the top of the steps Lorq dropped his hand fromthe door and | ooked down.

The Mouse hooked his thunmb through a tear in the side of his pants and scratched his thigh. "Eh
Capt ai n?" Then he took the card out of the sack. "Here's your sun."”

Rusty brows twi sted i n shadow.

Yel | ow eyes dropped their |lights at the Muse.
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"I, eh, borrowed it fromTyy. |I'Il give it back -- "
"Come up here, Muse."

"Yes, sir." He started up the coiled steps. Ripples |apped the pool edge. H s inmage, rising,
glittered behind the philodendrons on the wall. Bare sole and boot heel gave his gait
syncopati on.

Lorqg opened the door. They stepped into the captain's chanber
The Mouse's first thought: His roomisn't any bigger than m ne
Hi s second: There's a lot nore in it.

Besi des the conputers, there were projection screens on the walls, floor, and ceiling. Anmong the
mechani cal clutter, nothing personalized the cabin -- not even graffiti.

"Let's see the card." Lorq sat on the cables coiled over the couch and exam ned the diorana.

Not having been invited to sit on the couch, the Muse pushed aside a tool box and dropped cross-
| egged to the floor

Suddenly Lorqg's knees fell wi de; he stretched his fists; his shoul ders shook; the muscles of his
face creased. The spasm passed, and he sat up again. He drew a breath that pulled the |aces
tight on his stomach. "Cone sit here." He patted the edge of the couch. But the Muse just
swung around on the floor so that he sat by Lorqg' s knee.

Lorqg | eaned forward and placed the card on the fl oor

"This is the card you stole?" The expression that was his frown winkled down his face. (But the
Mouse was | ooking at the card.) "If this were the first expedition | pulled together to plunb this
star ..." He laughed. "Six trained and crackling nen, who had studied the operation
hypnotically, knew the tim ng of the whole business |ike they knew the beating of their own
hearts, functioned closely as the layers in a binetal strip. Stealing anmong the crew ...?"He

| aughed agai n, shaking his head slowy. "I was so sure of them And the one | was surest of was
Dan." He caught the Muse's hair, gently shook the boy's head. "I like this crew better." He
pointed to the card. "Wat do you see there, Muse?"

"Well, | guess ... two boys playing under a -- "

"Playi ng?" Lorq asked. "They look as if they're playing?"

The Mouse sat back and hugged his sack. "Wat do you see, Captain?"

"Two boys with hands | ocked for a fight. You see howone is light and the other is dark? | see
| ove agai nst death, |ight agai nst darkness, chaos against order. | see the clash of all opposites
under ... the sun. | see Prince and nyself."

"Whi ch is which?"
"I don't know, Mbuse."
"What sort of person is Prince Red, Captain?"

Lorq's left fist flopped in the hammock of his right palm "You saw himon the view ng screen in
color and tri-D. You have to ask? Rich as Croesus, a spoiled psychopath; he has one armand a
sister so beautiful | " Weight and hanmock cane apart. "You're fromEarth, Muse. The same
world Prince comes from |'ve visited it nmany tinmes, but |I've never lived there. Perhaps you
know. Wiy shoul d sonmeone from Earth who's had every advantage that could be distilled fromthe
weal th of Draco, boy, youth, and man be ..." The voice caught. Wight and hanmock again. "Never
m nd. Take out your hell-harp and play ne sonething. Go on. | want to see and hear."

The Mouse scrabbled in his sack. One hand on the wooden neck, one sliding beneath curve and
polish; he closed his fingers and his nouth and his eyes. Concentration becane a frown; then a
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rel ease. "You say he's one-arned?"

"Underneath that black gl ove he so dramatically smashed up the viewer with, there's nothing but
cl ock-works. "

"That means he's missing a socket," the Mouse went on in his rough whisper. "I don't know how it
is where you cone from on Earth that's about the worst thing that can happen to you. Captain, ny
peopl e didn't have any, and Katin back there just got finished explaining howthat nmade ne so
mean." The syrynx cane out of the sack. "What do you want ne to play?" He hazarded a few notes,
a few lights.

But -- Lorq was staring at the card again. "Just play. W'Ill have to plug up soon to cone in to
the Al kane. Go on. Qick now. Play, |I told you."

The Mouse's hand fell toward the --
"Mouse?"
-- and noved away without striking.

"Why did you steal this card?"

The Mouse shrugged. "It was just there. It fell out on the rug near ne."

"*But if it had been sone other card, the Two of Cups, the N ne of Wands -- woul d you have picked
it up?"

"l guess so."

"Are you sure there isn't something in this card that's special? |f any other had been there, you
woul d have let it lie or handed it back ...?"

Wiere it came fromthe Muse didn't know But it was fear again. To battle it, he whirled and
caught Lorqg' s knee. "Look, Captain! Don't mind what the cards say, |'mgoing to help you get to
that star, see? I'mgoing right with you, and you'll win your race. Don't let some crazy-woman
tell you different!"”

In their conversation, Lorq had been sel f-absorbed. Now he | ooked seriously at the dark frown.

"You just renenber to give the crazy-woman her card back when you | eave here. W'Il be at Vorpis
soon. "
The intensity could maintain itself no longer. Rough |aughter broke the dark lips. "I stil

think they're playing, Captain." The Muse turned back in front of the couch. Planting his bare
foot on top of Lorq's sandal ed one, for all the world like a puppy by its master, he struck

The lights flickered over the machi nes, copper and ruby, to arpeggi os recalling harpsichords; Lorq
| ooked at the boy by his knee. Something happened to him He did not know the cause. But for
the first time in a long tinme, he was watchi ng soneone el se for reasons having nothing to do with
his star. He did not know what he saw. Still, he sat back and | ooked at what the Muse nade:

Nearly filling the cabin, the gypsy noved a nyriad of flane-colored |lights about a great sphere,
intinm to the crunbling figures of a grave and di ssonant fugue.

Chapter Five

Draco, Vorpis, Phoenix, 3172

The worl d?
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Vor pi s.

A world has so nuch init, onit --

"Wel come, travelers ...

-- while a noon, Katin thought as they left the spacefield by dawn-bl azed gates, a noon holds its
gray glories mniatured in rock and dust.

Vorpis has a day of thirty-three hours, a gravity just high enough to increase the pulse
rate by point three of Earth normal over an acclimating period of six hours ..."

They passed t he hundred-nmeter columm. Scal es, burni shed under the dawn, bled the msts scarfing
the pl ateau: the Serpent, animated and nechanical, synbol of this whole sequined sector of night,
writhed on his post. As the crew stepped onto the noving roadway, an obl ate sun rouged away

ni ght's brui ses.

...with four cities of over five mllion inhabitants. Vorpis produces fifteen per cent of al
the dynaplasts for Draco. |In the equatorial lavid zones, nore than three dozen mnerals are
quarried fromthe liquid rock. Here, in the tropic polar regions, both the arolat and the aqual at
are hunted by net-riders along the inter-plateau canons. Vorpis is fanous throughout the gal axy
for the Alkane Institute which is located in the capital city of its Northern Hem sphere, Phoeni x

They passed the limt of the info-service voice, into silence. As the road buoyed themfromthe
steps, Lorqg, anong the crew, gazed-on the plaza

"Captain, where we now go?" Sebastian had brought only one of his pets fromthe ship. It swayed
and stepped on his ridged shoul der.

"We take a fog crawler into the city and then go to the Al kane. Anyone can cone with me who
wants, wander around the nmuseum or take a few hours leave in the city. |f anybody wants to stay
back on the ship -- "

-- and mss a chance to see the Al kane? --

" -- doesn't it cost alot to get in? --

" -- but the captain's got an aunt working there --

-- so we can get in free then," Idas finished.

"Don't worry about it," Lorq said as they jogged down the ranp to the slips where the fog craw ers
noor ed.

Pol ar Vorpis was set with rocky nesas, many of them several square mles in area. Between, heavy
fogs riled and sl opped, imrscible with the nitrogen/ oxygen at nosphere above. Powdered al um num
oxi de, and arsenic sulfate in vaporized hydrocarbons expelled fromthe violent floor, filled the
space between nmesas. Just beyond the table that held the spacefield was another with cultivated
pl ants, indigenous to a nore southern latitude of Vorpis but kept here as a natural park (naroon
rust, scarlet); on the |argest nesa was Phoeni x.

The fog crawers, inertial-drive planes powered by the static charges built up between the
positively ionized atnosphere and the negatively ionized oxide, plowed the surface of the m st
i ke boats.

On the concourse, the departure tines drifted beneath the transparent bricks, followed by arrows
directing the crowds to the |oading slip:
ANDROVEDA PARK -- PHOEN X -- MONTCLAI R

and a great bird dripping fire followed through the nmulti-chrome beneath boots, bare feet, and
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sandal s.

On the craw er deck Katin | eaned on the rail, looking through the plastic wall as white waves
crackl ed and uncoiled over the sun to shatter by the hull.

"Have you ever thought,"” Katin said as the Mouse cane up to himsucking on a piece of rock candy,
"what a difficult tine a man fromthe past woul d have understanding the present. Suppose soneone
who died in, let's say, the twenty-sixth century woke up here, Do you realize howtotally
horrified and confused he'd be just wal king around this craw er?"

"Yeah?" The Mouse took the candy out of his nmouth: "Want to finish this? [|I'mthrough with it."

"Thanks. Just take the matter of" -- Katin's jaw staggered as his teeth crushed crystalline sugar
fromthe linen thread. -- "cleanliness. There was a thousand-year period from about fifteen
hundred to twenty-five hundred, when people spent an incredi ble anbunt of tine and energy keeping
things clean. It ended when the |ast conmuni cabl e di sease finally becane not only curable, but

i mpossi ble. There used to be an incredibility called 'the common cold' that even in the twenty-
fifth century you could be fairly sure of having at |east once a year. | suppose back then there
was sone excuse for the fetish: there seenmed to have been some correl ati on between dirt and

di sease. But after contagi on becanme an obsol escent concern, sanitation becane equally

obsol escent. |If our man fromfive hundred years ago, however, saw you wal ki ng around this deck
with one shoe off and one shoe on, then saw you sit down to eat with that same foot, wi thout
bothering to wash it -- do you have any idea how upset he'd be?"

"No ki ddi ng?" Katin nodded.
Fog broke at a shaft of rock, sparking.

"The idea of paying a visit to the Al kane has inspired ne, Muuse. |'mdeveloping an entire theory
of history. [It's in conjunction with ny novel. You don't mind indulging me with a few nonents?

I"I'l explain. It has occurred to me that if one considers -- He st opped.

Enough tine passed for a handful of expressions to subsune the Muse's face. "Wat is it?" he
asked when he decided nothing in the noiling gray had Katin's attention. "Wat about your
t heory?"

"Cyana Von Ray Morgan!”
"What ?"

"Who, Mouse. Cyana Von Ray Morgan. |'ve had a perfectly oblique thought: It just canme to me who
the captain's aunt is, the curator at the Al kane. Wen Tyy gave her Tarot reading, the captain
menti oned an uncle who was killed when he was a child."

The Mouse frowned. "Yeah ..."

Kati n shook his head, nocking disbelief.
"Who what ?" the Mouse asked.

"Morgan and Underwood?"

The Muse | ooked down, sideways, and in the other directions people search for mslaid
associ ati ons.

"l guess it happened before you were born," Katin said at last. "But you nust have heard about
it, seen it sonmeplace. The whol e busi ness was being sent out across the gal axy on psychoram cs
while it happened. | was only three, but -- "

"Morgan assassi nated Underwood!" the Muse excl ai ned.
"Underwood, " Katin said, "assassinated Morgan. But that's the idea."

"In Ark," the Muwuse said. "In the Pleiades.”
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"Wth billions of people experiencing the whol e business throughout the gal axy on psychoranmics. |
couldn't have been nore than three at the tine. | was at home on Luna watching the inauguration
with ny parents when that incredible character in the blue vest broke out of the crowd and
sprinted across Chronai ki Plaza with that wire in his hand."

"He was strangled!" the Muse exclained. "Mrgan was strangled! | did see a psychorana of that!
One time in Mars City, last year when | was doing the triangle run, | experienced it as a short
subject. It was part of a docunentary about sonething el se, though."

"Underwood nearly severed Mdrgan's head," Katin elucidated. "Wenever |'ve experienced a re-run
they've cut out the actual death. But five billion-odd were subjected to all the enbtions of a
man, about to be sworn in for his second termas Secretary of the Pleiades, suddenly attacked by a
madman and killed. Al of us, we felt Underwood | and on our backs; we heard Cyana Morgan scream
and felt her try to pull himoff; we heard Representative Kol -syn yell out about the third
bodyguard -- that's the part that caused all the confusion in the subsequent investigation -- and
we felt Underwood | ock that wire around our necks, felt it cut into us; we struck out with our
right hands, and our |eft hands were grabbed by Ms. Tai; and we died." Katin shook his head.
"Then the stupid projector operator -- his nane was Nai bn'n and thanks to his idiocy he nearly had
his brain burned out by a bunch of lunatics who thought he was involved in the plot -- swung his
psychomat on Cyana -- instead of the assassin so we could have | earned who he was and where he was
going -- and for the next thirty seconds we were all a hysterical woman crouching on the plaza,
clutching our husband's streaning corpse amid a confusion of equally hysterical diplonats,
representatives, and patrol nen, watchi ng Underwood dodge and twi st through the crowd and finally
di sappear. "

"They didn't show that part in Mars City. But | renenber Mrgan's wife. That's the captain's
aunt ?"

"She nust be his father's sister."

"How do you know?"

"Well, first of all, the name, Von Ray Morgan. | remenber readi ng once, about seven or eight
years back, that she had sonething to do with the Al kane. She was supposed to be quite a
brilliant and sensitive woman. For the first dozen years or so after the assassination, she was

the focus for that terribly sophisticated part of society always back and forth between Draco and
the Pl ei ades; being seen at the Flame Beach on Chobe's Wrld, or putting in an appearance wth her
two little daughters at sone space regatta. She spent a lot of tine with her cousin, Laile

Sel vin, who was Secretary of the Pleiades Federation herself for a term The news-tapes were

al ways torn between the desire to keep her at the edge of scandal and their respect for that whole
horror with Morgan. Today if she appears at an art opening or a social event, it's still covered,
though the | ast few years they've let go of her alittle. |If she is a curator of the Al kane,

per haps she's gotten too involved in it to bother with publicity."

"I'"ve heard of her." The Muse nodded, |ooking up at last. "There was a period when she was
probably the best known woman in the gal axy."

"Do you think we'll get to neet her?"

"Hey," Katin said, holding the rail and |eaning back, "that would be something! Maybe | could do
my novel on the Morgan assassination, a sort of nodern historical."

"Ch yeah," the Muse said. "Your book."

"The thing that's been holding me up is that | can't find a subject. | wonder what Ms. Mrgan's
reaction would be to the idea. ©Oh, | wouldn't do anything like those sensational reports that
kept coming out in the psychoramas right afterwards. | want to attenpt a measured, studied work

of art, treating the subject as one that traumatized an entire generation's faith in the ordered
and rational world of man's -- "

"Who killed who agai n?"
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"Underwood -- you know, it just occurred to nme, he was ny age now when he did it -- strangled
Secretary Morgan."

"Because | wouldn't want to make a mistake if | net her. They caught him didn't they?"

"He stayed free for two days, gave hinself up twice and was turned away twice with the other
twel ve hundred-odd people who confessed in the first forty-eight hours; he got as far as the
spacefiel d where he had planned to join his two wives on one of the nining stations in the Quter
Col oni es, when he was apprehended at the enigrations office. There's enough naterial there for a
dozen novels! | wanted a subject that was historically significant. |If nothing else, it will be
a chance to air my theory. Which, as | was about to say -- "

"Katin?"

"Eh ... yes?" Hi s eyes, before on copper clouds, cane back to the Muse.
"What is that?"

" Huh?"

"There."

In broken hills of fog, metal flashed. Then a black net rose rippling fromthe waves. Sone
thirty feet across, the net flung fromthe mst. dinging to the center by hands and feet, vest
flying, dark hair whipping fromhis masked face, a man rode the web into the trough; fog covered
hi m

"I believe," Katin said, "that is a net-rider hunting the inter-plateau canons for the indigenous
arolat -- or possibly the aqualat.”

"Yeah? You've been here before ..

"No. At the university | experienced dozens of the Al kane's exhibits. Just about every big
school is iso-sensory with them But |'ve never been here in person; | was just listening to the
i nfo-voi ce back at the field."

" 01. n

Two nore riders surfaced in their nets. Fog sparkled. As they descended, a fourth and fifth
energed, a sixth.

"Looks like a whole herd."
The riders swept the mists, doffing, electric, disappearing to energe further on

"Nets," Katin nused. He |eaned forward on the rail. "A great net, spreading anong the stars,
through tinme -- " He spoke slowy, softly. The riders disappeared. "M theory: if you conceive
of society as a ..." Then he glanced down at a sound beside himlike w nd:

The Mouse had taken out his syrynx. From beneath dark, and shaking fingers gray |lights sw vel ed
and wove.

Through the imitations of mist, gold webs glittered and doffed to a hexatonic nelody. The air was
tang and cool; there was the smell of wi nd; but no pressure of wind.

Three, five, a dozen passengers gathered to watch. Beyond the rail, the net-riders appeared once
nmore, and somneone, realizing the boy's inspiration, went, "Chhhh, | see what he's ..." and
st opped because so did everyone else. It ended.

"That |ovely was!"
The Mouse | ooked up. Tyy stood half behind Sebastian

"Thanks." He grinned and started to put the instrument back into the bag. "OCh." He saw
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sonet hi ng and | ooked up again. "l have sonething for you." He reached into the sack. "I found
this on the floor back in the Roc. | guess you dropped it?"

He gl anced at Katin and caught the frown vanishing. Then he |ooked at Tyy and felt his snile open
in the light of hers.

"I you thank." She put the card in the pouch pocket of her jacket. "You the card did enjoy?"
" Huh?"

"You on each card to gain nust neditate."

"You did meditate?" Sebastian asked.

"Ch, yeah. | looked at it a whole lot. Me and the captain."

"That good is." She sniled.

But the Mouse was fiddling with his strap

At Phoeni x Katin asked, "You really don't want to go?"

The Mouse was fiddling with his strap again. "Naw. "

Katin shrugged. "I think you'd enjoy it."
"1've seen nuseuns before. | just want to wal k around sone."”
"Well," Katin said. "Okay. W'Il see you when we get back to the port." He turned and ran up

the stone steps behind the captain and the rest of the crew. They reached the auto-ranp that
carried themup through the crags toward gl eanm ng Phoeni x.

The Mouse | ooked down at the fog slopping along the slate. The larger craw ers-they had j ust

di sembarked fromone -- -were anchored down the docks to the left; the little ones bobbed to the
right. Bridges arched fromthe rocks, crossing the crevices that cut here and there into the
nmesa.

The Mouse dug carefully in his ear with his little fingernail, and went |eft.

The young gypsy had tried to live nost of his life only with eyes, ears, nose, toes, and fingers.
Most of his life he had succeeded. But occasionally, as on the Roc during Tyy's Tarot reading, or
during the interviews with Katin and the captain afterwards, he was forced to accept that what had
happened in his past affected present action. Then a time of introspection followed.

I ntrospecting, he found the old fear. By now, he knew it had two irritant surfaces. One he could
soot he by stroking the responsive plates of his syrynx. To ease the other required |ong, private
sessions of self-definition. He defined:

Ei ght een, ni net een?

Maybe. Anyway, a good four years past the age of reason, they call it. And | can vote in Draco
Never did, though. Again picking my way down the rocks and docks of another port. Were you
goi ng, Mouse? Were you been, and what you going to do when you get there? Sit down and pl ay

awhile. Only it's got to nean nore than that. Yeah. |t neans sonething for Captain. Wsh |
could get that riled up over a light in the sky. Al npost can when | hear himtal k about it. Wo
el se could fire nmy harp to ape the sun? A pretty big light it'd be, too. Blind Dan ... and

wonder what it |ooked like. Don't you want to nmake the next five fifths of your life with hands
and eyes intact? Bind nyself to a rock, get girls and make babies? Naw. Whnder if Katin's happy
with his theories and notes and notes and theories? Wat would happen if | tried to play ny
syrynx the sane way he's trying on this book, thinking, measuring? One thing, | wouldn't have
time to ask nyself these bad questions. Like: what does the captain think of ne? He trips over
me, |aughs, and picks the Mouse up and puts himin his pocket. But it does nean nore than that!
Captain's got his crazy star. Katin makes his word-webs that no one listens to. M, Muse? A
gypsy with a syrynx instead of a larynx. But for nme, it isn't enough. Captain, where are you
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taking me? Cone on. Sure |I'll go.

There's no place else |'msupposed to be. Think I'Il find out who I amwhen | get there? O does
a dying star really give that nmuch light so as | can see?

The Mouse wal ked of f the next bridge, thunbs in his pants, eyes down.
The sound of chai ns.
He | ooked up

Chains craw ed over a ten-foot drum hauling a shape fromthe msts. On the rock before a
war ehouse, nen and wonen | ounged at giant nachinery. |In his cabin, the winch operator was stil
in his mask. Covered in nets, the beast rose fromthe fog, wing-fin whipping. Nets rattled.

The arolat (or it mght have been an aqual at) was twenty meters long. Smaller w nches | owered
hooks. The net-riders holding to the flank of the beast caught at them

As the Mouse wal ked down anong the men to watch at the precipice, someone called: "Alex's hurt!"
Lowered on a pulley, a scaffold took down a crew of five.

The beast had stilled. Crawing the nets as though they were an easy | adder, they | oosed one
section of links. The rider hung centered and Iinp.

One nearly dropped his section; the injured rider swng agai nst the blue flank.
"Hold it there, Bo!"

"That all right is! 1 it have!"

"Bring himup slow"

The Mouse gazed down into the fog. The first rider gained the rock, links clattering on the stone
ten feet away. He came up dragging his net. He released the straps fromhis wist, unplugged the
connections fromhis arns, kneeled, and unplugged the | ower sockets fromhis wet ankles. Now he
dragged the net over his shoul der across the wi de dock. The fog-floats at the net's edge stil
took the maj or weight of the web, buoying it through the air. Wthout them the Muse judged, not
taking into account the slightly heavier gravity, the sprawli ng entrapnent nechani sm woul d
probably wei gh several hundred pounds.

Three nore riders cane up over the edge, their danp hair |ank along their masks -- standi ng out
curly and red on one man's head -- dragging their nets. Al ex |linped between two conpani ons.

Four nore riders followed. A blond, chunky man had just unplugged his net fromhis left wist,
when he | ooked up at the Mouse. Red eye-plates flittered in the black mask as he cocked his head.
"Hey" -- it was a guttural grunt -- "that on your hip. What is?" H s free hand pushed back his
thick hair.

The Mouse | ooked down and up. "Huh?"

The man kicked the net loose fromhis left boot. His right foot was bare. "A sensory-syrynx is,
hey?"

The Mouse grinned. "Yeah

The man nodded. "A kid once who really the devil could play | knew -- " He stopped, the head
uncocked. He pried his thunb beneath the jaw of his mask. Mouth-guard and eye-pl ates cane away.

When it hit him the Muse felt the tickly thing happen in his throat which was another aspect of
his speech defect. He clanped his jaws and opened his lips; then he closed his |ips and opened
his teeth. You can't speak that way either. So he tried to let it out with a tentative question
mark; it rasped in uncontrolled exclamation: "Leo!"
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The squinting features broke. "You, Mouse, it is!"

"Leo, what are you ...? But ...!" Leo dropped the net fromhis other wist, kicked the plug

| oose fromhis other ankle, then scooped up a handful of links. "You with me to the net-house
come! Five years, a dozen ... but nore ..."

The Mouse still grinned because that was all that was left to do. He scooped up |inks hinself,

and they dragged the net -- with the help of the fog-floats -- across the rock. "Hey, Caro,
Bol sum this the Muse is!"

Two of the nen turned around.

"You a kid | tal ked about remenber? This himis. Hey, Muse, you a half a foot taller even
aren't! How many years, seven, eight, it is? And you, still the syrynx have?" Leo | ooked around
at the sack. "You good are, | bet. But you good were."

"Did you ever get hold of a syrynx for yourself, Leo? W could play together

Leo shook his head with an enbarrassed grin. "lIstanbul the last time a syrynx | held, Not since
By now!l it all have forgotten."

"Oh," the Muuse said and sensed | oss.
"Hey, that the sensory-syrynx you in |Istanbul stole is?"
"I've had it with me ever since.

Leo broke out |aughing and dropped his armaround the Muse's sharp shoul ders. The |aughter (did

the Mouse sense Leo's gain?) rolled through the fisherman's words. "And you the syrynx all that
ti me have been playing? You for me now play. Sure! You for ne the smells and sounds and col ors
will strike." Big fingers bruised the dark scapul a beneath the Muse's work vest. "Hey, Bo,
Caro, you a real syrynx player now wll see."

The two riders hung back
"You really play that thing?"

"There was a guy through here about six nonths ago who could tinkle out sonme pretty ..." He nade
two curves in the air with his scarred hands, then el bowed the Muse. "You know what | mean?"

"The Mouse better than that plays!" Leo insisted,

"Leo couldn't stop tal king about this kid he used to know on Earth. He said he'd taught this kid

to play hinself, but when we gave Leo the syrynx ..." He shook his head, |aughing.
"But this the kid is!"™ Leo exclained, rounding the Muse's shoul der

" Huh?"

" Ont

"The Mouse this is!"

They wal ked i nto the doubl e-storied door of the net house. From high racks, swaying nets
curtained | abyrinths. The riders hung their nets on tenterhook arrangenents that |owered fromthe
ceiling by pullies. Once stretched, a rider could repair broken |inks, readjust the response
coupl ers which caused the net to nove and shape itself to the nerve inpul ses fromthe plugs.

Two riders were wheeling out a great machine with a | ot of teeth.
"What's that?"
"Wth that they will the arolat butcher."

"Arol at?" The Muse nodded.
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"That's what we here hunt. Aqual ats down around Bl ack Table they hunt."

n d.]. n

"But Mouse, what here you are doing?" They wal ked through jingling Iinks. "You in the nets wll
a while stay? You for a while with us will work? | a crewthat a new nan needs know -- "
"I"'mjust on |leave froma ship that's stopping over here anwhile. It's the Roc, Captain Von Ray."

"Von Ray? A Pleiades ship is?"
"That's right."

Leo haul ed down t he hooki ng nechani smfrom the high beanms and began to spread his net. "What it
in Draco doing is?"

"The captain has to stop at the Alkane Institute for some technical information."

Leo gave a yank on the pulley chain and the hooks clattered up another ten feet. He began to
spread out the next |ayer

"Von Ray, yes. That a good ship nust be. Wwen |I first into Draco cane" -- He strained bl ack

I inks across the next hook -- no one fromthe Pl eiades ever into Draco cane. One or two, naybe.

| alone was." The links snapped in place; Leo hauled the chain again. The top of the net rose
into the light fromthe upper wi ndows. "Nowadays many people fromthe Federation | nmeet. Ten on
this shore work. And ships back and forth all the time go." He shook his head unhappily.

Sonebody called fromacross the work area. "Hey, where's the doc?" Her voice echoed in the webs.
"Alex's been waiting here five mnutes now. "

Leo rattled his web to make sure it was firm They | ooked back toward the door. "Don't worry!
He'll here cone!" he hollered out. He caught the Muse's shoulder. "You with me go!"
They wal ked t hrough the hangings. Qher riders were still hooking.

"Hey, you gonna play that?"
They | ooked up.

The rider clinbed hal fway down the links, then junped to "the floor. "This I want to see.”

"Sure he is, Leo excl ai ned.

"You know, really I
private nusings.

t he Mouse began. As glad as he was to see Leo, he had been enjoying his

"Good! Cause Leo ain't been tal king about nothing else.”
As they continued through the webs, other riders joined them

Al ex sat at the bottom of the steps up to the observation balcony. He held his shoul der, and
| eaned hi s head agai nst the spokes. Cccasionally he sucked in his unshaven cheeks.

"Look," the Mouse said to Leo, "why don't we just go soneplace and get sonething to drink? W can

talk some, maybe. [|'Il play for you before we go ..

"Now you play!" Leo insisted. "Later we talk."

Al ex opened his eyes. "lIs this the guy you -- he grinaced -- "were telling us about, Leo?"

"See, Mouse. After a dozen years, a reputation you have." Leo pulled over an upsi de-down

| ubricant drumthat rasped on the cenment. "Now you sit."

"Cone on, Leo." The Mwuse switched to Greek. "I don't really feel like it. Your friend is sick
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and doesn't want to be bothered --

"Mal akas!" Al ex said, then spat bloody froth between his frayed knees.' "Play sonething. You'll
take ny nmind off the hurt. Damm it, when is the nedico going to get here?"

"Sonet hing for Alex you play."

"I't's just The Mouse | ooked at the injured net-rider, then at the other nen and wonen
standi ng al ong the wall.

A grin mxed into the pain on Alex's face. "G ve us a nunber, Mouse.
He didn't want to play.
"All right."

He took his syrynx fromthe sack and ducked his head through the strap. "The doc will probably
get here right in the nmiddle," the Muse conment ed.

"I hope they get here soon," Alex grunted. "I know |'ve got at least a broken arm | can't feel
anything in the leg, and sonmething's bleeding inside -- " He spat red again. "l've got to go out
on a run again in two hours. He better get nme patched up quick. |If | can't nmake that run this
afternoon, I'lIl sue "im | paid ny dammed heal th i nsurance."

"He'll get you back together,"
Shut up and let the kid play ..

one of the riders assured. "They ain't let a policy |apse yet.

He stopped because the Mouse had al ready started.

Li ght struck glass and turned it copper. Thousands on thousands of round panes forned the
concaved facade of the Al kane.

Katin strolled the path by the river that wound the nuseum garden. The river -- the same heavy
m sts that oceaned polar Vorpis -- steaned at the bank. Ahead, it flowed beneath the arched and
bl azi ng wal | .

The captain was just far enough in front of Katin so that their shadows were the same | ength over

the polished stones. Anobng the fountains, the elevated stage was continually bringing up another

platformfull of visitors, a few hundred at a tinme. But within seconds they dispersed on the

vari egat ed paths that wound down rocks licked through with quartz. On a bronze drum at the focus
of the reflecting panes, some hundred yards before the nuseum her marble, arm ess grace vivid in

the ruddy norning, was the Venus de M1 o.

Lynceos squinted his pink eyes and averted his face fromthe glare. |das, beside him |ooked back
and forth and up and down.

Tyy, her hand in Sebastian's, hung behind him her hair lifting with the beating of the beast on
hi s gl eam ng shoul der

Now t he light, thought Katin, as they passed beneath the arch into the |ens-shaped | obby, goes
blue. True, no nobon has natural atnobsphere enough to cause such dramatic diffraction. Still, |
m ss a lunar solitude. This cool structure of plastics, netal, and stone was once the | argest
bui | di ng made by nan. How far we've cone since the twenty-seventh century. Are there a dozen
buil dings larger than this today through the gal axy? Two dozen? Odd position for an acadenic
rebel here: conflict between the tradition thus enbodied and the absurdity of its dated
architecture. Cyana Morgan nests in this tomb of man's history. Fitting: the white hawk broods
on bones.

Fromthe ceiling hung an octagonal screen where public announcenents were broadcast. A serial
light-fantasia played now.

"Wul d you get ne extension 739-E-6," Captain Von Ray asked a girl at the informati on desk
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She turned her hand up and punched the buttons on the little comkit plugged on her wist.
"Certainly."

"Hel l o, Bunny?" Lorqg said.

"Lorg Von Ray!" the girl at the desk exclaimed in a voice not hers. "You ve cone to see Cyana?”
"That's right, Bunny. |If she isn't busy, I'd like to cone up and talk to her."

"Just a noment and |'Ill see.”

Bunny, wherever Bunny was in the hive around themrel eased control of the girl |long enough for her
to raise her eyebrows in surprise. "You're here to see Cyana Mdrgan?" she said in her own voice.

"That's right." Lorq smled.

At whi ch point Bunny cane back, "Fine, Lorg. She'll neet you in South West 12. It's |less crowded
there. "

Lorqg turned to the crew. "Wy don't you wander around the museuma while? 1'Il have what | want
in an hour."

"Should he carry that" -- The girl frowned at Sebastian -- "thing around with himin the nuseum
We don't have facilities for pets." To which Bunny answered, "The nan's in your crew, Lorqg, isn't
he? 1t |ooks housebroken.” She turned to Sebastian. "WIIl it behave itsel f?"

"Certainly it itself will behave." He petted the claw flexing on his shoul der

"You can take it around," Bunny said through the girl. "Cyana is already on her way to neet you,"
Lorqg turned to Katin. "Wy don't you come with ne?"

Katin tried to keep surprise off his face. "AIl right, Captain."”

"South West 12," the girl said. "You just take that lift up one level. WII that be all?"
"That's it." Lorq turned to the crew "W'Il|l see you later."

Katin fol l owed him

Mount ed on narbl e bl ocks beside the spiral lift was a ten-foot dragon's head. Katin gazed up at
the ridges on the roof of the stone nouth.

"My father donated that to the nuseum" Lorq said as they stepped on the lift.

n d]?"
"I't comes fromNew Brazillia." As they rose about' the central pole, the jaw fell. "Wen | was a
kid | used to play inside one of its first cousins.” Dininishing tourists swarmed the fl oor

The gold roof received them
Then they stepped fromthe lift.

Pictures were set at various distances fromthe gallery's central |ight source. The nmultilensed

| anp projected on each suspended frame the cl osest approximation (as agreed on by the Al kane's
several scholars) to the light under which each picture had originally been painted: artificial or
natural, red sun, white sun, yellow or bl ue.

Katin | ooked at the dozen or so people wandering the exhibit.

"She won't be here for another minute or so," the captain said. "She's quite a ways away."

"Ch." Katin read the exhibit title.
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| mges of My People
Over head was an announcenent screen, snaller than the one in the | obby.

Right now it was stating that the paintings and photographs were all by artists of the last three
hundred years and showed nen and wonen at work or play on their various worlds. d ancing down the
list of artists, Katin was chagrined to discover he recogni zed only two nanes.

"I wanted you with me because | needed to talk to somebody who can understand what's invol ved."
Katin, surprised, |ooked up.

"My sun -- nmy nova. In ny mnd |'ve al nost accustoned nyself to its glare. Yet I'mstill a man
under all that light. Al ny Iife people around ne have usually done what | wanted themto do.
When they didn't -- "

"You nmade t hen®"

Lorg narrowed yel l ow eyes. "Wen they didn't, | figured out what they could do and used them for
that instead. Soneone else always cones along to fill the other jobs. | want to talk to soneone
who will understand. But talking won't convey it. | wish | could do sonething to show you what

this all neans."
"I ... | don't think | understand."
"You will."

Portrait of a Woman (Bellatrix 1V): her clothing was twenty years dated. She sat by a w ndow,
smling in the gold light of a sun not painted.

Go Wth Ashton Cark (no location): he was an old man, H's work coveralls were two hundred years
out of style. He was about to unplug hinmself fromsone great machine. But it was so big you
couldn't see what it was.

"I't's makes ne wonder, Katin. M famly -- at least ny father's part -- is fromthe Pl eiades.
Still, I grew up speaking like a Draconian in my owmn hone. My father belonged to that encrusted
nucl eus of ol d-guard Pleiades citizens who still held over so many ideas fromtheir Earth and

Draconi an ancestors; only it was an Earth that had been dead for fifty years by the tine the
earliest of these painters lifted a brush. Wen | settle on a permanent family, ny children wll
probably speak the sane way. Does it seemstrange to you that you and | are probably closer than
| and, say, Tyy and Sebastian?"

"I'"'mfromLuna," Katin reminded him "I only know Earth through extended visit. It's not ny
world."

Lorq ignored that. "There are ways Tyy, Sebastian, and nyself are nmuch alike. |n those basic
defining sensibilities we are closer than you and I."

Again it took Katin an unconfortable second to interpret the wecked face's agony.

"Sonme of our reactions to given situations will be nore predictable to each other than to you

yes, | know it goes no further."” He paused. "You're not fromEarth, Katin. But the Muse is.

So is Prince. One's a guttersnipe; the other is ... Prince Red. Does the sane relation exist

bet ween t hem as between Sebastian and ne? The gypsy fascinates ne. | do not understand him Not
inthe way | think | understand you. | don't understand Prince either."

Portrait of a Net-rider: Katin |looked at the date: the particular net-rider, with his pensive
Negroi d features, had sieved the m st two hundred and eighty years ago.

Portrait of a Young Man: contenporary, yes. He was standing in front of a forest of ... trees?
No. \Whatever they were, they weren't trees.

"In the middle of the twentieth century, 1950 to be exact," -- Katin | ooked back at the captain --
"there was a small country on Earth called Geat Britain that had by survey sone fifty-seven
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mut ual Iy i nconprehensi bl e dialects of English. There was also a large country called the United
States with alnost four times the population of Great Britain spread out over six times the area
There were accent variants, but only two tiny enclaves conmposing |less than twenty thousand people
spoke in a way that could be called nutually inconprehensible with the standard tongue; | use
these two to nmake ny point because both countries spoke essentially the sane | anguage."

Portrait of a Child Crying (A D. 2852 Vega IV)
Portrait of a Child Crying (A.D. 3052 New Brazillia Il)
"What is your point?"

"The United States was a product of that whol e comruni cati on expl osi on, novenents of peopl e,
movenents of information, the devel opnent of novies, radio, and tel evision that standardized
speech and the franework of thought -- not thought itself, however -- which neant that person A
coul d understand not only person B, but person W X, and Y as well. People, information, and

i deas nove over the gal axy nuch faster today then they noved across the United States in 1950.
The potential of understanding is conparatively greater. You and | were born a third of a gal axy
apart. Except for an occasional college weekend to Draco University at Centauri, this is the

first tinme |I've ever been outside the Solar System Still, you and | are nuch closer in
i nformati on structure than a Corni shman and Wel shman a t housand years ago. Renenber that when you
try to judge the Mouse -- or Prince Red. Though the Great Snake coils his colum on a hundred

worl ds, people in the Pleiades and the Quter Col onies recognize it; Vega Republic furniture
implies the same things about its owners here or there; Ashton C ark has the sane significance for
you as for me. Mbrgan assassinated Underwood and it became part of both our experiences -- " He
st opped; because Lorq had frowned.

"You mean Underwood assassi nated Morgan."

"Ch, of course ... | neant Enbarrassnent broil ed beneath his cheeks. "Yes ... but | didn't

mean ..."

Com ng between the paintings was a wonman in white. Her hair was high-coifed and silver

She was thin.

She was ol d.

"Lorq!" She held out her hands. "Bunny said you were here. | thought we'd go up to ny office."

O course! Katin thought. Mst of the pictures he woul d have seen of her woul d have been taken
fifteen, twenty years ago.

"Cyana, thank you. W could have gotten up ourselves. | didn't want to disturb you if you were
busy. It won't take nuch tinme."
"Nonsense. The two of you cone along. |'ve been considering bids for half a ton of Vegan light

scul ptures."”
"From the Republic period?" Katin asked.

"Alas, no. Then we might be able to get them off our hands. But they're a hundred years too
early to be worth anything. Cone." As she |led them anbong the nmounted canvases, she gl anced down
at the wide netal bracelet that covered her wist socket. One of the micro-dials was blinking.

"Excuse me, young nan." She turned to Katin. "You have a ... recorder of sonme sort with you?"
"Wy ... yes, | do."
"I have to ask you not to use it here.”

" Ch. I wasn't --

"Not so rmuch recently, but often | have had probl ens nmintaining privacy." She laid her winkled
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hand on his arm "You will understand? There's an automatic erasing field that will conpletely
cl ear the machi ne should it go on."

"Katin's on ny crew, Cyana. But it's a very different crew fromthe |ast one. There's no secrecy
any nore."

"So | gathered." She took her hand away. Katin watched it fall back to the white brocade.

She said -- and both Katin and Lorq | ooked up when she said it -- "When | arrived at the nuseum
this nmorning there was a nmessage for you fromPrince."

They reached the galley's end.

She turned briefly to Lorg. "lI'mtaking you at your word about secrecy." Her eyebrows nade a
bright netallic stroke on her face.

Lorqg's brows were netal rusted; the stroke was broken by his scar. Still, Katin thought, that
must be part of the fam|ly's marking.

"I's he on Vorpis?"

"I have no idea." The door dilated and they passed through. "But he knows you're here. Isn't
that what's inportant?"

"I just arrived at the spacefield an hour and a half ago. | |eave tonight."

"The nessage arrived about an hour and twenty-five nmnutes ago. Its origin was conveniently
garbled so the operators couldn't have it traced without a |lot of difficulty. They're going
through that difficulty now-- "

"Don't bother." He said to Katin: "What will he have to say this tine?"

"We shall all see fairly soon
my office.”

Cyana said. "You say no secrecy. | would still prefer to talk in

This gallery was confusion: a storage room or material for an exhibit not yet sorted.
Katin was going to, but Lorq asked first: "Cyana, what is this junk?"

"I believe" -- she |ooked at the date in gold decal comania on the anci ent wooden case -- 1923: the
Aeol i an Corporation. Yes, they're a collection of twentieth-century nusical instrunents. That's
an Ondes Martinot, invented by a French conposer of the same name in 1942. Over here we have" --
she bent to read the tag -- "a Duo Arts Player Piano nmade in 1931. And this thingis ... MII's
Violano Virtuoso, built in 1916."

Katin peered through the glass door in the front of the violano.
Strings and hammers, stops, fobs, and plectra hung in shadow.
"What did it do?"

"It stood in bars and anusenment parks. People would put a coinin the slot and it would
automatically play a violin that's on the stand in there with a player-pi ano acconpani nent,

progranmmed on a perforated paper roll." She noved her silver nail to alist of titles. "'The
Darktown Strutters' Ball'" ... " The noved on through the clutter of therenm ns, encore banjoes,
and hurdy-gurdies. "Sone of the newer acadenics question the institute's preoccupation with the
twentieth century. Nearly one out of four of our galleries is devoted to it." She folded her
hands on brocade. "Perhaps they resent that it has been the traditional concern of scholars for

ei ght hundred years; they refuse to see the obvious. At the beginning of that amazing century,
manki nd was many societies living on one world; at its end, it was basically what we are now an
infornmatively unified society that |ived on several worlds. Since then, the nunber of worlds has
i ncreased; our informative unity has changed its nature several tines, suffered a few catastrophic
eruptions, but essentially it has remained. Until nan becones sonethi ng nuch, nuch different,
that time nmust be the focus of scholarly interest: that was the century in which we becane.”
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"I have no synpathy with the past," Lorq announced. "I have no tine for it."
"It intrigues nme," Katin offered. "I want to wite a book; perhaps it will deal with that."
Cyana | ooked up. "You do? Wsat sort of book?"

"A novel, | think."
"A novel ?" They passed beneath the gallery's announcenent screen: gray.

"You're going to wite a novel. How fascinating. | had an antiquarian friend sone years ago who
attenpted to wite a novel. He only finished the first chapter. But he clained it was a terribly
illum nating experience and gave hima great deal of insight into just exactly how the process
took place.”

"I'"ve been working on it for quite sone tinme, actually," Katin vol unteered.

"Marvel ous. Perhaps, if you finish, you'll allowthe institute to take a psychic recordi ng under
hypnosi s of your creative experience. W have an operable twenty-second-century printing press.
Perhaps we'll print up a fewnmllion and distribute themw th a docunmentary psychoranic survey to
libraries and other educational institutions. |I'msure | could raise some interest in the idea

anmong t he board."
"I hadn't even thought about getting it printed ... " They reached the next gallery.
"Through the Alkane is the only way you mght. Do keep it in mnd."

"I o will.

"When is this mess going to be strai ghtened out, Cyana?"

"Dear nephew, we have nmuch nore material than we can possibly display. It has to go sonewhere.
There are over twelve hundred public and seven hundred private galleries in the museum As well
as three thousand five hundred storage roons. |'mfairly acquainted with the contents of nobst of

them But not all."

They anbl ed beneath high ribs. Vertebrae arched toward the roofing. Cold ceiling lights cast the
shadow of teeth and socket on the brass pedestal of a skull the size of an el ephant's hip.

"It looks Iike a comparative exhibit of reptilian osteol ogy between Earth and
through bone cages. "I couldn't tell you where that thing conmes from"

Katin gazed

Bl ade of scapula, pelvic saddle, clavicle bow...

"Just how far away is your office, Cyana?"

"About eight hundred yards as the arolat flies. W take the next lift."
They wal ked t hrough the archway into the lift-well.

The spiral carrier took themup sone dozens of floors

A corridor of plush and brass.

Anot her corridor, with a glass wal

Katin gasped: all Phoenix patterned below them fromcentral towers to fog-Ilapped wharf. Though
the Al kane was no longer the tallest building in the galaxy, it was by far the tallest in Phoenix.

A ranmp curved into the building's heart. Al ong the marbled wall hung the seventeen canvases in
the Dehay sequence, Under Sirius.

"Are these the ...?"
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"Nyl es Selvin's nol ecul ar-reproduction forgeries, done in twenty-eight hundred at Vega. For a

long tinme they were nore fanobus than the originals -- which are downstairs on display in the South
Green Chanber -- but there's so much history connected with the forgeries Bunny deci ded to hang

t hem here. "

And a door.

"Here we are."
It opened on darkness.

"Now, nephew of mine," -- As they stepped inside, three shafts of light fell from soneplace high
to circle themon the black carpet -- "would you be so good as to explain to nme why you are back?
And what is all this business with Prince?" She turned to face Lorqg.

"Cyana, | want another nova."

"You what ?"

"You know the first expedition had to be abandoned. I'mgoing to try again. No special shipis
needed. W learned that last time. |It's a new crew, and new tactics.” The spotlights foll owed

them across the carpet.

"But Lorq --

"Before, there was neticul ous pl anni ng, novenents oil ed, neshed, propelled by confidence in our
own precision. Now we're a desperate bunch of dock-rats, with a Muse anong us; and the only
thing that propels us is ny outrage. But that's a terrible thing to flee, Cyana."

"Lorg, you just can't go off and repeat --

"The captain is different too, Cyana. Before, the Roc flew under half a nan, a man who'd only
known victory. Now |I'ma whole nman. | know defeat as well."

"But what do you want me --

"There was anot her star under study by the Al kane that was near the point of nova. | want the
name and when it's likely to go off."

"You're just going to go like that? And what about Prince? Does he know why you're going to the
nova?"

"l couldn't care less. Nanme ny star, Cyana."
Uncertainly troubled her gauntness. She touched sonething on her silver bracelet.
New | i ght:

Rising fromthe floor was a bank of instrunents. She sat on the bench that rose too and | ooked
over the indicator lights. "I don't knowif I'mdoing right, Lorq. Qutrage? If the decision did
not so much affect nmy life as well as yours, it would be easier for me to give it in the spirit
you denmand. Aaron was responsible for ny curatorship.”

She touched the board, and above them appeared -- "Till now | have al ways been as wel cone in Aaron
Red's hone as | was in nmy own brother's. But the nachine has worked round to a point where this
may no | onger be. You have placed me in this position: of having to nake a decision that ends a
time of great confort for ne."

-- appeared the stars.

Katin suddenly realized the chanmber's size. Sone fifty feet across, nassed from points of |ight,
hung a hol ogram c projection of the gal axy, turning.

"W have several study expeditions out now. The nova that you missed was there." She touched a
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button and one star anong the billions flared -- so brightly Katin's eyes narrowed. |t faded, and
agai n the whol e doned astrariumwas ghosted with starlight. "At present we have an expedition
attending a build-up -- "

She st opped.

She reached out; and opened a snal| drawer.

"Lorq, | really amtroubled by this whol e business -- "

"Go on, Cyana. | want the star's name. | want a tape of its galactic co-ordinates. | want ny
sun. "

"And 1'Il do all | can to give it to you. But you nust indulge the old woman first." Fromthe
drawer she took -- Katin formed a small surprise-sound in the back of his mouth, then swallowed it
-- a deck of cards. "I want to see what gui dance the Tarot gives."

"I'"ve already had ny cards read for this undertaking. |If they can tell nme a set of galactic co-
ordinates, fine, herwise, | have no tine for them"

"Your nmother was from Earth and al ways harbored the Earthman's vague di strust of mysticism even

though she adnitted its efficacy intellectually. | hope you take after your father."
"Cyana, |'ve already had one conplete reading. There's nothing that a second one can tell me."
She fanned the cards face down. "Perhaps there's sonething it can tell me. Besides, | don't want

to do a conplete reading. Just pick one."

Katin watched the captain draw, and wondered if the cards had prepared her for that bl oody noon on
Chronai ki Plaza a quarter of a century ago,

The deck was not the common three-D dioramc type that Tyy owned. The figures were drawn. The
cards were yellow, It could easily have dated fromthe seventeenth century or before

On Lorqg's card a nude corpse hung froma tree by a rope tied to the ankle.
"The Hanged-man." She closed the deck. "Reversed, Well, | can't say |'msurprised.”
"Doesn't the Hanged-man inply a great spiritual wisdomis coning, Cyana?"

"Reversed," she renminded him "It will be achieved at great price." She took the card and put it,
with the rest of the deck, back in the drawer. "These are the co-ordinates of the star you want."
She pressed anot her button.

A ribbon of paper fed into her palm Tiny nmetal teeth chonped it. She held it up to read. "The
co-ordinates are all there. W've had it under observation two years. You're in luck. The
bl owup date has been predicted at between ten and fifteen days off."

"Fine," Lorq took the tape. "Cone on, Katin."
"What about Prince, Captain?"
Cyana rose fromthe bench. "Don't you want to see your nessage?"

Lorq paused. "Go on. Play it." And. Katin saw sonething come alive in Lorq' s face. He wal ked
over to the console as Cyana Morgan searched the nessage i ndex.

"Here it is." She pressed a button

Across the roomPrince turned to face them "Just what the hell" -- H s black-gloved hand struck
a crystal beaker, as well as its enbossed dish, fromthe table -- "do you think you're doing,
Lorg?" The hand cane back; the dagger and the carved wooden stick clattered to the floor fromthe
other side. "Cyana, you're helping too, aren't you? You are a traitorous bitch. | amangry. |
amfurious! | amPrince Red -- | amDraco! | ama crippled Serpent; but |I'll strangle you!" The
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danmask table cloth crunpled in black fingers; and the sound of the wood beneath, splintering.
Katin swal |l owed his shock a second tine.

The nmessage was a 3-D projection. An out-of-focus wi ndow behind Prince threw light from sone
sun's nmorning -- probably Sol's -- across a smashed breakfast.

"I can do anything, anything | want. You're trying to stop that." He |eaned across the table.
Katin booked at Lorg, at Cyana Morgan.

Her hand, pale and veined, clanped brocade.

Lorq's, ridged and knot-knuckled, lay on the instrunment bank; two fingers held a toggle.

"You've insulted me; | can be very vicious, sinply out of caprice. Do you renmenber that party
where | was forced to break your head to teach you manners? Your existence is an insult to ne,
Lorg Von Ray. | amgoing to devote nyself to gaining reparation for that insult."

Cyana Morgan suddenly | ooked at her nephew, saw his hand on the toggle. "Lorq! Wat are you
doing -- ?" She seized his wist; but he seized hers and pushed her hand fromhis

"l know a |l ot nore about you than | did the last tine | sent a nessage to you," Prince said from

the table.

"Lorq, take your hand off that switch!"™ Cyana insisted. "Lorq Frustration cracked her

voi ce.
"The last tine | spoke to you, | told you |l was going to stop you. Now, | tell you that if | have
to kill you to stop you, I will. The next tine | speak to you " His gloved hand pointed

H s forefinger quivered

As Prince flickered out, Cyana struck Lorqg's hand away. The toggle clicked '"off."' "Just what do
you call yoursel f doing?"

"Captain ...?"
Under wheeling stars Lorq' s | aughter answered.

Cyana spoke angrily: "You sent Prince's nessage through the public announcenent systeml That
bl asphenbus madman was just seen on every screen throughout the institute!™ 1In anger she struck
the response pl ate.

I ndi cator |ights di mred.
Bank and bench fell into the floor.
"Thank you, Cyana. |'ve got what | came for."

A museum guard burst into the office. A shaft of light |it himas he cane through the door

"Excuse me, |'mterribly sorry, but there was -- oh, just a moment." He punched his wist com
kit. "Cyana, have you gone and flipped your silver w g?"
"Ch, for heaven's sake, Bunny. It was an accident!"

"An accident! That was Prince Red, wasn't it?"
"Of course it was. Look, Bunny -- "

Lorq clasped Katin's shoulder. "Cone on."
They |l eft the guard/Bunny arguing with Cyana.

"Way ... ?" Katin tried to ask around the captain's shoul der
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Lorqg stopped.

Under Sirius #11 (Selvin forgery) flared in purple cascade behind his shoul der

"I said |l couldn't tell you what | nmeant. Perhaps this shows you a little. W'I|l get the others
now. "
"How wi Il you find then? They're still wandering around the rmuseum "

"You think so?" Lorq started again.
The | ower galleries were chaos.

"Captain ... " Katin tried to picture the thousands of tourists confronted with Prince's
vehenence; he renmenbered his initial confrontation on the Roc, Visitors swarmed the onyx floor of
the FitzGerald Salon. The iridescent allegories of the twentieth-century genius glazed the
vaulted walls with light. Children chattered to their parents. Students pattered to one another
Lorq strode between themw th Katin cl ose after.

They spiraled out into the | obby above the dragon's head.

A bl ack thing flapped over the crowd, was jerked back. "The others nust be with him" Katin
cried, pointing to Sebastian.

Katin swng around the stone jaw. Lorq overtook himon the blue tile.

"Captain, we just saw ...

-- Prince Red, like on the ship --

-- on the announcenent screens, it was --

-- was all over the nuseum W got back --

-- here so we wouldn't miss you --

-- when you cane down. Captain, what --

"Let's go." Lorqg stopped the twins with a hand on each of their shoulders. "Sebastian! Tyy! W
have to get back to the wharf and get the Muse."

"And get off this world and to your nova!"

"Let's just get to the wharf first. Then we'll talk about where we're going next."
They pushed their way toward the archway.

"I guess we've got to hurry up before Prince gets here," Katin said.

" Ny 2"

That was Lorq.

Katin tried to translate his visage.

It was indecipherable.

"I have a third nmessage conming. | amgoing to wait for it."

Then the garden: boi sterous and gol den

"Thanks, doc!"™ Alex called. He kneaded his arm a fist, a flex, a swing. "Hey, kid," He turned

to the Mouse. "You know, you really can play that syrynx. Sorry about the medico-unit coming in
right in the nmiddle of things. But thanks anyway." He grinned, then | ooked at the wall clock
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"Cuess I'Il make my run after all. Malakas!" He strode down anong the clinking veils.

Leo asked sadly. "Now you it away put?"

The Mouse pulled the sack's draw string and shrugged. "Maybe 1'll play sone nore later." He
started to stick his armthrough the strap. Then his fingers fell in the leather folds. "Wat's

the matter, Leo?"

The fisherman stuck his |left hand beneath the tarnished Iinks of his belt. "You just ne very
nostal gi c make, boy." The right hand now. "Because so much tine passed has, that you no | onger a
boy are." Leo sat down on the steps. Hunor brushed his nouth. "I not here happy am | think
Maybe tine again to nove is. Yeah?' He nodded. "Yeah."

"You think so?" The Muse turned around on his drumto face him "Wy now?"

Leo pressed his lips. The expression said about the sane as a shrug. "Wen | the old see, | know
how much the new | need. Besides, leaving for a long time | have been thinking of."

"Where're you goi ng?"
"To this Pleiades | go."
"But you're fromthe Pleiades, Leo. | thought you said you want to see somepl ace new?"

"There a hundred-odd worlds in the Pleiades are. | maybe a dozen have fished. | sonething new
want, yes; but also, after these twenty-five years, hone."

The Mouse wat ched the thick features, the pale hair: famliarity? You adjust it like you would a
m st - nask, the Mouse thought; then fit it on the face that nust wear it. Leo has changed so nuch.
The Muse, who had had so little childhood, |ost some nore of it now "I just want the new, Leo.
| wouldn't want to go home ... even if | had one."

"Some day as | the Pleiades, you Earth or Draco will want."

"Yeah." He shrugged his sack onto his shoulder. "Maybe I will. Wy shouldn't I, in twenty-five
years?"

An echo:

" Mouse! "

And:

"Hey, Mbuse?"

And agai n:

"Mouse are you in there?"

"Hey!" The Muse stood and cupped his hands to his nmouth. "Katin?" H s shout was even uglier
than his speech.

Long and curious, Katin cane between the nets. "Surprise, surprise. | didn't think I'd find you
|'ve been going down the wharf asking people if they'd seen you. Sone guy said you' d been playing
in here."

"I's the captain through at the Al kane? Did he get what he wanted?"

"And then sone. There was a nessage fromPrince waiting for himat the institute. So he played
it over the public announcenent system" Katin whistled. "Vicious!"

"He's got his nova?"

"He does. Only he's waiting around here for sonething else. | don't understand it."
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"Then we're off to the star?"

"Nope. Then he wants to go to the Pleiades. W have a couple of weeks' wait. But don't ask ne
what he wants to do there.”

"The Pl ei ades?" the Muse asked. "Is that where the nova wll be?"

Katin turned up his palms. "I don't think so. Maybe he thinks it'll be safer to pass the tinme in
hone territory.”

"Wait a minute!" The Muuse swung around to Leo again. "Leo, maybe Captain will give you a lift
back to the Pleiades with us."

"Huh?" Leo's chin came off his hands.
"Katin, Captain Von Ray wouldn't mind giving Leo a ride out to the Pleiades, would he?"
Katin tried to | ook reservedly doubtful. The expression was too conplicated and cane out bl ank

"Leo's an old friend of mne. Fromback on Earth, He taught ne how to play the syrynx, when | was
a kid."

"Captain's got alot on his mnd --
"Yeah, but he wouldn't care if -- "

"But much better than nme now he plays," Leo interjected.
"I bet Captain would do it if | asked him"

"I no trouble with your captain want to nake --

"W can ask him" The Muse tucked his sack behind him "Come on, Leo. Were is the captain,
Kati n?"

Katin and Leo exchanged the | ook of unintroduced adults put in |eague by youth's enthusi asns.
"Well? Cone on!"

Leo stood up and foll owed the Mouse and Katin toward the door

Seven hundred years ago the first col onists on Vorpis carved the Esclaros des Nuages into the nesa

rock-rimof Phoenix. Between the noorings for the smaller fog craw ers and the wharfs where the
net-riders docked, the stairs descended into the white fog. They were chi pped and worn today.

Fi nding the steps deserted at the Phoenix md-day siesta, Lorq strolled down between the quartz-
shot walls. Mst |apped the bottom steps; wave on white wave rolled fromthe horizon, each bl ued
with shadow on the left, gilded with sun on the right, l|ike rampant |anbs.

"Hey, Captain!"
Lorqg | ooked back up the steps.

"Hey, Captain, can | talk to you a nminute?" the Muse cane crabwi se down the stairway. His

syrynx jogged on his hip. "Katin told me you were going to go to the Pleiades after we | eave
here. | just ran into a guy | used to know back on Earth, an old friend. Taught ne how to play
the syrynx." He shook his sack. "I thought maybe since we were going in that direction -- we

could sort of drop himoff hone. He was really a good friend of --
"All right."
The Mouse cocked his head. "Huh?"

"It's only five hours to the Pleiades. |If he's at the ship when we | eave and stays in your
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proj ection chanber, it's fine with ne."

The Mouse's head went back the other way; he decided to scratch it. "Ch. Gee. WII." Then he
| aughed. "Thanks, Captain!" He turned and ran up the steps. "Hey, Leo!" He took the |ast ones
double. "Katin, Leo! Captain says it's all right." And called back, "Thanks again!"

Lorg wal ked a few steps down.

After a while he sat against the rough wall.

He counted waves.

When the nunmber got to four figures, he stopped.

The polar sun circled the horizon; less gilt, nore bl ue.

When he saw the net, his hands slid his thighs, stopped on the bone knots of his knees.

Li nks clinked on the bottomsteps. Then the rider stood up, waist-high in the rolling white. Fog-
floats carried the nets up. Quartz caught bl ue sparks.

Lorg had been | eaning against the wall. He raised his head.

The dark-haired rider wal ked up the steps, webs of netal waving above and behind. Nets struck the
walI's and rattled. A half dozen steps below him she pulled off her nist-mask. "Lorg?"

H s hands uncl asped. "How did you find nme, Ruby? | knew you would. Tell me how?"
She breat hed hard, unused to the weight she wi el ded.

Laces tightened, |oosened, tightened between her breasts. "Wen Prince found that you'd |eft
Triton, he sent tapes to six dozen places that you night have gone. Cyana was only one. Then he
left it to me to get the report on which one was received. | was on Chobe's Wrld; so when you

pl ayed that tape at the Al kane, | came running.” Nets folded on the steps. "Once | found out you
were on Vorpis, in Phoenix ... well, it took a lot of work. Believe nme, | wouldn't do it again."
She rested her hand on the rock. Nets rustled.

"I"mtaking chances this gane, Ruby. | tried to play it through once with a conputer plotting the
noves." He shook his head. "Now |I'm playing by hand, eye, and ear. So far |'ve conme out no
worse. And it's noving a lot faster. |'ve always |iked speed. That's perhaps the one thing that

makes me the sanme person | was when we first nmet."

"Prince said sonething very nmuch like that to nme, once."” She |ooked up. "Your face." Pain
flickered in hers. She was close enough to himto touch the scar. Her hand noved, then fel
back. "Wy didn't you ever have it ...?" She didn't finish

"It's useful. 1t allows each polished surface in all these brave, new worlds to serve ne."
"What sort of service is that?"
"I't reminds ne what |'mhere for."

"Lorqg" -- and exasperation grew in her voice -- "what are you doing? Wat do you, or your famly
think they can acconplish?"

"I hope that neither you nor Prince knows yet. | haven't tried to hide it. But |I'mgetting ny
message to you by a rather archaic nethod. How long do you think it will take a runmor to bridge
the space between you and ne?" He sat back. "At |east a thousand people know what Prince is
trying to do. | played themhis nessage this norning. No secrecy any nore, Ruby. There are nany
pl aces to hide; there is one where | can stand in the light."

"We know you're trying to do sonething that will destroy the Reds. That's the only thing that you
woul d have put so nuch tine and effort into."
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"I wish | could say you were wong." He neshed his fingers. "But you still don't know what it
is."

"W know it has sonething to do with a star."
He nodded.
"Lorqgq, | want to shout at you, scream-- who do you think you are?"

"Who am | to defy Prince, and the beautiful Ruby Red? You are beautiful, Ruby, and | stand before
your beauty very nuch al one, suddenly cursed with a purpose. You and |, Ruby, the worlds we've
been through haven't really fit us for nmeanings. |If | survive, then a world, a hundred worlds, a
way of life survives. |If Prince survives ..." He shrugged. "Still, perhaps it is a gane. They
keep telling us we live in a neaningless society, that there is no solidity to our lives. Wrlds
are tottering about us now, and still | only want to play. The one thing | have been prepared to
do is play, play hard, hard as | can; and with style."

"You nystify nme, Lorqg. Prince is so predictable -- She raised her eyebrows. "That surprises
you? Prince and | have grown up together. But you present ne with an unknown. At that party,
years ago, when you wanted ne, was that part of the game too?"

"No -- yes -- | know | hadn't learned the rules.”

" Now?"

"I know the way through is to nmake your own; Ruby, | want what Prince has -- no. | want to win
what Prince has. Once | have it, | might turn around and throw it away. But | want to gain it.
W battle, and the course of how many lives and how many worlds swings? Yes, | do know all that.
You said it then: we are special people, if only by power. But if |I tried to keep that know edge
forward in ny mind, 1'd be paralyzed. Here | am at this nonment, in this situation, with all this
to do. What |'ve |learned, Ruby, is how !l can play. Watever | do -- I, the person | am and have
been nade -- | have to do it that way to win. Renenber that. You've done ne another favor now.

| owe it to you to warn you. It's why | waited."

"What is it you want to do that you have to give such an inflated apol ogy for?"

"I don't know, yet," Lorq l|laughed. "It does sound pretty stuffy, doesn't it. But it's true."

She breathed in deeply. Her high forehead winkled as the wind pushed her hair forward across her

shoul der. Her eyes were in shadow. "I suppose | owe you the same warning." He nodded.
"Consider it given." She stood up fromthe wall
"l do."

"Good." Then she drew back her arm flung it forward!

And three hundred square feet of chain webbing swung over her head and rattled down on him
The |inks caught on his raised hands and brui sed them He staggered under their weight.
"Ruby -- "

She flung her other arm another |ayer fell

She | eaned back, and the nets pulled, striking his ankles so that he slipped.

"No! Let nme ..."

Through shifting |inks he saw she was nasked again: glittering glass, her eyes; her nouth and
nostrils, grilled. Al expression was in her slimshoulders, the small nuscles suddenly defined.
She bent; her stomach creased. The adapter circuits nmagnified the strength in her arns sone five
hundred to one. Lorg was wenched forward down the steps. He fell, caught at the wall. Rock and
metal hurt his arnms and knees.
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What the links gave in strength, they sacrificed in precision of novenent. A swell swept the web,
but he was able to duck beneath and gain two steps. But Ruby kicked back; he was yanked down four
nmore. He took two on his back, then one on his hip. She was reeling himdown. Fog | apped her
cal ves; she backed further into the suffocating msts, stooped till her black mask was at the
fog's surface.

He threw hinmself away fromher, and fell five nore steps. Lying on his side, he caught at the
I inks and heaved. Ruby staggered, but he felt another stone edge scrape his shoul der

Lorg let go of the nets, of his held breath. Again he tried to duck what fell at him
But he heard a gasp from Ruby.

He beat links fromhis face and opened his eyes. Sonething outside ..

It darted, dark and flapping, between the walls.

Ruby flung up an armto ward it off. And a sheet of netting exploded up fromLorg. It rose,
avoi di ng the |inks.

Fifty pounds of netal fell back into the fog. Ruby staggered, disappeared.

Lorg went down nore steps. The mist |apped his thighs. The astringent arsenic fog clogged his
head. He coughed and cl utched rock.

[*]
The dark thing flapped about himnow The weight Iifted a noment; he scranbled up the stones on
his belly. Sucking fresher air, gasping and dizzy, he | ooked back

The net hovered above him grappling with the beast. He pulled hinmself up another step as the
shape flapped free. Links fell heavy on his leg; pulled fromhis |leg; dragged down the steps;
vani shed.

Lorg sat up and forced hinmself to followthe thing's flight between the stones. It cleared the
wal |l s, gyred twi ce, then returned to Sebastian's shoul der

The squat cybord stud | ooked down fromthe wall.

Lorg swayed to his feet, squeezed his eyes closed, shook his head, then lurched up the Esclaros
des Nuages.

Sebastian was fastening the steel band about the creature's flexing claw when Lorq reached him at
the head of the steps.

"Again, |I" -- Lorq took another breath and dropped his hand on Sebastian's gol d-matted shoul der -
"you thank."

They | ooked fromthe rocks out where no rider broke the m st.
"You in much danger are?"
"I am"

Tyy cane quickly across the wharf to Sebastian's side.

"What it was?" Her eyes, alive like netal, flashed between the men. "I the black gilly saw
rel eased! "
It all right is," Lorq told her. "Now, anyway. | a run-in with the Queen of Swords just had.

But your pet ne saved."
Sebastian took Tyy's hand. As her fingers felt the faniliar shapes of his, she cal ned.

Sebasti an frowned.
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"To the Dim Dead Sister we now go," Lorq told them

Shadow and shadow; shadow and light: the twins were com ng acoss the wharf. You could see the
puzzl ed expression on Lynceos' face. Not on |das'

"But ...?" Sebastian began. Then Tyy's hand noved in his and he stopped.

Lorqg volunteered no answer to the unfinished question. "The others we get now | what | waited
for have. Yes; time togo it is.”

Katin fell forward to clutch the links. The rattle echoed in the net house.

Leo | aughed. "Hey, Mouse. In that |ast bar your big friend too nuch to drink had, | think."

Katin regained his balance. "I'mnot drunk."” He raised his head and | ooked up the curtained
metal. "It'd take twice as nmuch as that to get nme drunk."
"Funny. | am" The Mouse opened his sack. "Leo, you said you wanted ne to play sone nore. \Wat

do you want to see?"
"Anyt hi ng, Muse. Anything you like, play."

Katin shook the nets again. "Fromstar to star, Muse; imgine, a great web that spreads across
the galaxy, as far as man. That's the matrix in which history happens today. Don't you see?
That's it. That's ny theory. Each individual is a junction in that net, and the strands between
are the cultural, the econonmic, the psychol ogical threads that hold individual to individual. Any
historic event is like a ripple in the net."

He rattled the links again. "It passes over and through the web, stretching or shrinking those
cultural bonds that involve each man with each man. |f the event is catastrophic enough, the
bonds break. The net is torn a while. De Eiling and 34-Alvin are only arguing where the ripples
start and how far they travel. But their overall viewis the sane, you see. | want to catch the
throw and scope of this web in my ... ny novel, Muse. | want it to spread about the whole web.
But | have to find that central subject, that great event which shakes history and nakes the |inks
strike and glitter for me. A noon, Muse; to retire to sone beautiful rock, ny art perfected, to
contenplate the flow and shift of the net; that's what | want, Muse. But the subject won't
come! "

The Mouse was sitting on the floor, looking in the bottomof the sack for a control knob that had
cone of f the syrynx.

"Why don't you wite about yourself?"

"Ch, that's a fine ideal Wwo wuld read it? You?"

The Mouse found the knob and pushed it back on its stem
"I don't think I could read anything as long as a novel."

"But if the subject were, say, the clash between two great fanmilies |ike Prince's and the
captain's, wouldn't you at |east want to?"

"How many notes have you made on this book?" The Muse chanced a tentative |light through the
hangar .

[*]

"Not a tenth as many as | need. Even though it's doonmed as an obsol ete nmuseumreliquary, it wll

be jewel ed" -- he swung back on the nets -- "crafted" -- the links roared; his voice rose -- "a
meti cul ous work; perfect!”
"I was born," the Muse said. "I nust die. | amsuffering. Help nme. There, | just wote your

book for you."
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Katin | ooked at his big, weak fingers against the mail. After a while he said, "Muse, sonetines
you nmake ne want to cry."
The snell of cunin.
The snel |l of al nonds.
The snel | of cardanon.
Fal i ng nel odi es neshed.

Bitten nails, enlarged knuckles; the backs of Katin's hands flickered with autumm col ors; across
the cenent floor his shadow danced in the web.

"Hey, there you go," Leo |laughed. "You play, yeah, Mouse! You play!"
And t he shadows danced on till voices:

"Hey, are you guys still --

-- in here? Captain told us to --
-- said to hunt you up. It's -- "
-- it's tine to get going. Conme on -- "

-- we're going!"

Chapter Six

Dr aco/ Pl ei ades Federation (Roc transit)

"The Page of Wands."

"Justice."

"Judgerment. My trick. The Queen of Cups."
"Ace of Cups.”

"The Star. M trick. The Hermt."

"Wth trunps she leads!" Leo |aughed. "Death."
"The Fool. M trick is. Now the Knight of Coins."
"Trey of Coins."

"King of Coins. M trick it is. Five of Swords."
"The Deuce."

"The Magus; ny trick."

Katin watched the darkened chess table where Sebastian, Tyy, and Leo, after the hour of
rem ni scence, played three-handed Tar ot -whi st.

He did not know the gane well; but they did not know this, and he runinated that they had not
asked himto play. He had observed the ganme for fifteen m nutes over Sebastian's shoul der (the
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dark thing huddled by his foot), while hairy hands dealt and fanned the cards. Fromhis snall
know edge Katin tried to construct a cutting brilliance to toss into the play.

They pl ayed so fast.
He gave up

But as he wal ked to where the Mouse and ldas sat on the ramp with their feet hangi ng over the
pool, he smiled; in his pocket he thunmbed the pips on the end of his recorder, wordi ng anot her
not e.

| das was saying: "Hey, Mouse, what if | were to turn this knob ...?"
"Watch it!" The Muse pushed lIdas' hand fromthe syrynx. "You'll blind everybody in the roonl™

Idas frowed. "The one | had, back when | fooled around with it, didn't have -- " His voice
trailed, waiting for an absent conpletion

The Mouse's hand slipped fromwood to steel to plastic. His fingers brushed the strings and
shagged unanplified notes -- "You can really hurt sonebody if you don't use this thing properly.
It's highly directional, and the amount of l|ight and sound you can get out of it could detach
sonmebody's retina or rupture an eardrum To get opacity in the hol ogramimges, you know, this
thing uses a laser."

I das shook his head. "I never played around with one |ong enough to find how it worked inside al
the -- "

He reached out to touch the safer strings.
"It sure is a nice-looking -- "

"Hello," Katin said.

The Mouse grunted and went on tuning drones.

Katin sat down on the other side of the Muse and watched for a few nmonments. "I just had a
thought,” he said, "Nine tinmes out of ten, when | just say 'hello' to soneone in passing, or when
the person | speak to is going off to do sonmething else, | spend the next fifteen mnutes or so
rehearsing the incident, wondering whether ny smle was taken for undue famliarity, or mnmy sober
expression inproperly construed as coldness. | repeat the exchange to nyself a dozen tines,
varying nmy tone of voice and trying to extrapol ate the change this m ght cause in the other
person's reaction -- "

"Hey." The Mouse | ooked up fromhis syrynx. "lIt's all right. | like you. | was just busy is
all."

"Ch." Katin smiled; the snile was worn away by a frown. "You know, Mouse, | envy the captain.
He's got a mission. And his obsession precludes all that wondering about what other peopl e think
of him™"

"I don't go through all that |ike you described," the Muse said. "Mich."

"l do." ldas |ooked around. "Wenever |I'mby nyself, | doit all the -- " and dropped his dark
head to exam ne his knuckl es.

"It's pretty fair of himto let us all have this tine off and fly the ship with Lynceos,"” Katin
sai d.

"Yeah," said ldas. "l guess it -- " and turned his hands over to follow the dark scribblings on
hi s pal ms.

"Captain's got too many things to worry about," the Muse said. "And he doesn't want them It
doesn't take anything to get across this part of the trip, so he'd just as soon have sonething to
occupy his mnd. That's what | think."
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"You think the captain has bad dreans?"

"Maybe." The Mbuse struck cinnanpbn fromhis harp, but so strongly their noses and the backs of
their nouths burned.

Katin's eyes teared.

The Mouse shook his head and turned down the knob Idas had touched. "Sorry."

"Knight of ... " Across the room Sebastian | ooked up fromthe game and winkled his nose. "
...Swords."

Katin, the only one with legs |ong enough, tipped the water below the ranp with the toe of his
sandal . Colored gravel shook; Katin took out his recorder and flipped the recording pip:
"Novel s were primarily about relationships." He gazed at the distortions in the npsaic wal
behi nd the | eaves as he spoke. "Their popularity lay in that they belied the |loneliness of the

peopl e who read them people essentially hypnotized by the machinations of their own
consci ousness. The Captain and Prince, for exanple, through their obsessions are totally related -

The Mouse | eaned over and spoke into the jewel ed box:
"The captain and Prince probably haven't even seen each other face to face for ten years!"

Katin, annoyed, clicked the recorder off. He considered a retort; found none. So he flipped it
on agai n: "Renmenber that the society which allows this to happen is the society that has all owed
the novel to becone extinct. Bear in nmind as you wite that the subject of the novel is what

happens between people's faces when they talk to one another." Of again.
"Why are you writing this book?" the Muuse asked. "I nean what do you want to do with it?"
"Why do you play your syrynx? |I'msure it's for essentially the same reason."

"Only if | spent all that time just getting ready, |I'd never play a thing; and that's a hint."

"l begin to understand, Muuse. It's not ny aim but ny methods of achieving it which bug you, as
it were."

"Katin, | do understand what you're doing. You want to nake sonething beautiful. But it don't
work that way. Sure, | had to practice a long tinme to be able to play this thing. But if you're
going to nake sonething like that, it's got to nake people feel and thrill to the life around
them even if it's only that one guy who goes |ooking for it in the Alkane's cellar. It won't

make it if you don't understand sone of that feeling yourself."

"Mouse, you're a fine, good, and beautiful person. You just happen to be wong is all. Those
beautiful forns you wield fromyour harp, |'ve | ooked at your face closely enough to know how much
they're inpelled by terror."

The Muse | ooked up and wrinkles scored his forehead.

"I could sit and watch you play for hours. But they're only nonmentary joys, Mowuse. It's only
when all one knows of life is abstracted and used as an underlining statenment of significant
patterning that you have what is both beautiful and permanent. Yes, there is an area of nyself |
haven't been able to tap for this work, one that flows and fountains in you, gushes from your
fingers. But there's a large part of you that's playing to drown the sound of soneone scream ng
in there." He nodded to the Muse's scow .

The Mouse nmade hi s sound again.
Katin shrugged.

"I'"d read your book," ldas said.
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The Mouse and Katin | ooked up
"I"'ve read a ... well, sone books -- " He | ooked back at his hands.

"You woul d?"

I das nodded. "In the Quter Col onies, people read books, even novels sonetinmes. Only there aren't
very ... well, only old -- " He | ooked up at the frame against the wall: Lynceos lay like an
unborn ghost; the captain was in the other. He |ooked back with loss in his face. "It's very
different in the Quter Colonies than it is -- " He gestured around the ship, indicating all of
Draco. "Say, do you know the place we're going well?"

"Never been there,"” Katin said.

The Mouse shook hi s head.

"I was wondering if you knew whether we could get hold of some ..." He |ooked back down. "Never
mnd ..."

"You'd have to ask them" Katin said, pointing to the cardplayers across the room "It's their
hore. "

"Ch," ldas said. "Yeah. | guess -- " Then he pushed hinself off the ranp, splashed into the

wat er, waded onto the gravel, and wal ked, dripping, across the rug.
Katin | ooked at the Mouse and shook his head.

But the trail of water was conpletely absorbed in the blue piling.
"Si x of Swords."

"Five of Swords."

"Excuse me, do any of you know -- "

"Ten of Swords. M trick. Page of Cups."

-- onthis world we're going. Do you knowif --
"The Tower."

("l wish that card hadn't conme up reversed in the captain's reading,” Katin whispered to the
Mouse. "Believe ne, it portends no good.")

"The Four of Cups."

"My trick. Nine of Wands."

-- we can get hold of --
"Seven of Wands."

" -- any bliss?"

"The Wheel of Fortune. M trick is." Sebastian |ooked up. "Bliss?"

The expl orer who decided to nane the outernost of the Dim Dead Sister's planets Elysium had

i ndul ged a poor joke. Wth all the planoform ng devices available, it was still a frozen cinder
ellipsing at trans-Plutonian di stances from Her ghost-light, barren and uni nhabited.

Sonmeone had once proposed the doubtful theory that all three of the remaining worlds were really
nmoons that had been in the shadow of a gigantic planet when the catastrophe occurred, and thus
escaped the fury that had annihilated their protector. Poor nmoon if nmoon you are, Katin thought
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as they swept by. You've done no better as a world. A lesson there in pretension.

Once the -- explorer explored further, he regained his sense of proportion. H's grin faltered at
the mddle world; he called it D s.

Hi s fate suggests the agenbite of inwit cone too late; flaunting the gods even once reaped a
classical reward. H's ship crashed on the innernost planet. It renmained unnaned, and to this day
was referred to as the other world, wi thout ponp, circunstance, or capitals. It was not till a
second explorer canme that the other world suddenly disclosed a secret. Those great plains, which
froma di stance had been judged solidified slag, turned out to be oceans-of water, frozen. True,
the top ten to a hundred feet was nixed with every sort of rubble and refuse. It was finally
decided that the other world had once been entirely under two to twenty-five mles of water.

Per haps ni neteen twentieths had steaned into space when the Dim Dead Sister went nova. This left
a percentage of dry land just a little higher than Earth's. The unbreathabl e at nosphere, the
total lack of organic life, the sub-sub tenperatures? M nor problens, conpared to the gift of
seas; easily corrected. So humanity, in the early days of the Pleiades, encroached on the charred
and frozen land. The other world' s oldest city -- though not its biggest, for the comercial and
econonmi ¢ shift over the past three hundred years had shifted the population -- had been very
carefully naned: the City of Dreadful N ght.

And the Roc put down by the black blister of the City tipping the Devil's O aw.

Pl ei ades Federation, other world, CDN, 3172

...of eighteen hours.” And that was the end of the info-voice.
"I's this hone enough for you?" the Muse asked.

Leo gazed across the field. "I never this world wal ked," the fisherman si ghed. Beyond, the sea
of broken ice stretched toward the horizon. "But great segnented and six-flippered nhars in
school s across that sea nove. The fishernen for themw th harpoons |long as five tall nen together
hunt. The Pleiades it is; hone enough it is." He sniled, and his frosted breath rose to dimhis
bl ue eyes.

"This is your world, isn't it, Sebastian?" Katin asked. "You nust feel good com ng hone."

Sebasti an pushed a dark wi ng away that beat before his eyes. "Still mne, but ... " He |ooked
around, shrugged. "I from Thule come. It a bigger city is; a quarter of the way around the ot her
world it lies. Fromhere very far is; and very different.” He |ooked up at the twilight sky.
Sister was high, a bleary pearl behind a gun-colored sheath of cloud. "Very different." He shook
hi s head.

"Qur world, yes," Tyy said. "But not our horme at all."

The captain, a few steps before them |ooked back when they spoke. "Look." He pointed to the
gate. Beneath the scar his face was fixed. "No dragon on his colum coils. This home is. For
you and you and you and ne, this home is!"

"Home enough," Leo repeated. But his voice was guarded.
They followed the captain out through the serpentless gates.
The | andscape held all the col ors of burning:

Copper: it oxidizes to a nottled, yellow shot green

Iron: black and red ash

Sulfur: its oxide is an oozy, purplish brown.

The colors sneared in fromthe dusty horizon, and were repeated in the walls and towers of the
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City. Once Lynceos shaded the silver fringe of his lashes to | ook at the sky where a swarm of
shadows |i ke mad, black | eaves wi nked on the exhausted sun, capable of no nore than evening, even
at noon. He |ooked back at the creature on Sebastian's shoul der that spread its w ngs now and
rattled its leash. "And how does the gully feel to be hone?" He reached out to chuck the perched
thing, only to jerk his white hand back froma dark claw. The twi ns | ooked at one another and

| aughed.

They descended into the City of Dreadful N ght.

Hal f way down, the Muse began to wal k backwards up the escalator. "It's ... it's not Earth."
"Huh?" Katin glided by, saw the Muse, and began backtracki ng hinsel f.

"Look at it all down there, Katin. It isn't the Solar System It isn't Draco."

"This trip is your first time away fromSol, isn't it?"

The Muse nodded.

"It won't be too different."

"But just look at it, Katin."

"The City of Dreadful N ght," Katin nused. "All those lights. They're probably afraid of the
dark. "

They stick-1egged a nonent nore, gazing across the checkerboard: ornate gam ng pi eces, a huddl e of
ki ngs, queens, and rooks towered kni ghts and pawns.

"Cone on," the Mouse said.
The twenty-neter bl ades of netal that nade up the giant stair swept them down.
"We better catch up with Captain.”

The streets near the field were crowmded with cheap room ng houses. Marquees arched the wal kways,
advertising dance halls and psychoramas. The Muse | ooked through the transparent wall at people
swnmng in a recreation club. "It isn't that different fromTriton. Sixpence @g? Prices are
sure a hell of a lot l|ower, though."

Hal f the people on the streets were obviously crew or officers. The streets were crowded. The
Mouse heard music. Sone of it was fromthe open doors of bars.

"Hey, Tyy." The Mouse pointed to an awning. "Did you ever work in a place |ike that?"
"I'n Thule, yes."

Expert Readings: the letters glittered, shrank, and expanded on the sign.

"W stay inthe City -- "

They turned to the Captain.

" -- five days."

"Are we going to put up on the ship?" the Muse asked. "O here in town where we can have sone
fun?"

Take that scar. Cut it with three close lines near the top: the captain's forehead creased. "You
al |l suspect the danger we're in." He swept his eyes over the buildings. "No. W're not staying
either here or on the ship." He stepped into the wings of a conmunications booth. Not bothering
to swing the panels shut, he passed his hand before the inductance plates. "This Lorgq Von Ray is.

Yor gos Setsum ?'

"I if his advisory neeting over is will see."
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"An android of himw Il do," Lorq said. "Just a mnor favor | want."

"He always to you in person, M. Von Ray, likes to talk. Just a nonent, | he available is

t hi nk. "

A figure nmaterialized in the viewing colum. "Lorq, so long now you | have not seen. Wat for

you can | do?"
"I's anybody using Taafite on Gold for the next ten days?"

"No. I'min Thule now, and will be for the next nonth. | gather you're in the City and need a
pl ace to stay?"

Katin had already noted the captain's slide between dial ects.

There were unrecordable sinmlarities between the captain's voice and this Setsunmi's that

illum nated both. Katin recognized conmon eccentricities that began to define for himan upper-
cl ass Pl ei ades accent. He |ooked at Tyy and Sebastian to see if they responded to it. Only a
smal | movenent in the nuscles around the eyes, but there. Katin |ooked back at the view ng

col um.

"I have a party with me, Yorgy."

"Lorq, ny houses are your houses. | hope you and your guests enjoy your stay."
"Thanks, Yorgy." Lorq stepped fromthe booth.

The crew | ooked anong t hensel ves.

"There's a possibility," Lorq said, "that the next five days | spend on the other world will be
the last | spend anywhere." He searched intently for their reactions. As intently, they tried to
hide them "W night as well pass the tinme pleasantly. W go this way"

The nmono craw ed up the rail and flung them out across the City. "That Gold is?" Tyy asked
Sebast i an.

The Mouse, beside them pressed his face against the glass. "Were?"

"There." Sebastian pointed across the squares. Anmong the blocks, a nolten river faulted the
Cty.

"Hey, just like on Triton," the Muuse said. "Is the core of this planet nelted by Illyrion too?"

Sebasti an shook his head. "The whole planet too big for that is. Only the space under each city.
That crack Gold is called."

The Mouse watched the brittle, igneous outcroppings fall back along the lavid fissure.
"Mouse?"

"Huh?" He | ooked up as Katin pulled out his recorder. "Wat do you want?"

"Do somet hing."

"What ?"

"' mtrying an experinent. Do sonething."” "Wat do you want nme to do?"

"Anyt hing that comes into your head. Go on."

"Well ..." The Mouse frowned. "All right." The Muse did.

The twins, fromthe other end of the car, turned to stare.
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Tyy and Sebastian | ooked at the Muse, then at one another, then back at the Myuse.

"Characters," said Katin into his recorder, "are fixed nost vividly by their actions. The Muse
st epped back fromthe wi ndow, then swung his arm around and around. From his expression, | could
tell he was both amused by ny surprise at the violence of his action, at the same time curious if
I were satisfied. He dropped his hands back on the wi ndow, breathing a little hard, and fl exed
his knuckles on the sill -- "

"Hey," the Mowuse said. "I just swng nmy arm The panting, ny knuckles -- that wasn't part -- "
"'Hey,' the Mouse said, hooking his thumb in the hole at the thigh of his pants. 'l just swung ny
arm The panting, ny knuckles -- that wasn't part -- '"

"God damm!"

"The Mouse unhooked his thunmb, made a nervous fist, ejaculated, 'God damm!' then turned away in
frustration. There are three types of actions: purposeful, habitual, and gratuitous. Characters,
to be i Mmedi ate and apprehensi bl e, nmust be presented by all three.” Katin |ooked toward the front
of the car.

The captain gazed through the curving plate that |apped the roof. His yellow eyes fixed her
consunptive light that pulsed like fire-spots in a giant cinder. The light was so weak he did not
squint at all.

"I am confounded," Katin admitted to his jewel ed box, "nevertheless. The mirror of ny observation
turns and what first seemed gratuitous | see enough tinmes to realize it is a habit. What I
suspected as habit now seens part of a great design. Wile what | originally took as purpose

expl odes into gratuitousness. The mirror turns again, and the character | thought obsessed by

pur pose reveal s his obsession is only a habit; his habits are gratuitously meaningl ess; while
those actions | construed as gratuitous reveal a nost denonic purpose.”

The yell ow eyes had fallen fromthe tired star. Lorq's face erupted about the scar at sone antic
fromthe Muuse that Katin had m ssed

Rage, Katin pondered. Rage, Yes, he is laughing. But how is anyone supposed to distinguish
bet ween | aughter and rage in that face.

But the others were | aughing too.
"What's the snoke?" the Muse asked, stepping around the steaming grate in the cobbles.

"It just the sewer grating is, | think," Leo said. The fisherman | ooked at the fog w nding up the
pol e that supported the brilliant, induced-fluorescence streetlight. At the ground the steam
bal | ooned and sagged; before the light it danced and qui vered.

"Taafite is just at the end of this street,” Lorqg said.

They wal ked up the hill past a half dozen other gratings that steamed through the perpetua
eveni ng.

"l guess Gold is right -- "
" -- right behind that enbanknent there?"
Lorg nodded to the tw ns.

"What sort of a place is the Taafite?" the Muse demanded.

"A place where | can be confortable.” Subtle agony played the captain's features. "And where
won't have to be bothered with you.”™ Lorg made to cuff him but the Mouse ducked. "We're here.”

The twel ve-foot gate, with chunks of colored glass set in wought iron, fell back when Lorq laid
his hand to the plate.
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"I't remenbers ne."
"Taafite isn't yours?" Katin asked.

"It belongs to an old school friend, Yorgos Setsuni who owns Pleiades Mning. A dozen years ago
used it often. That's when the | ock was keyed to ny hand. 1've done the sanme for himw th sone
of my houses. W don't see each other nmuch now but we used to be very close.”

They entered Taafite's garden

The flowers here were never neant to be seen in full light. The blossons were purple, maroon,
violet-colors of the evening. The mica-like scales of the spidery tilda glistened over the

| eaf | ess branches. There was nuch | ow shrubbery, but all the taller plants were slimand sparse,
to make as little shadow as possi bl e.

The front wall of Taafite itself was a curving shape of glass. For a long stretch there wasn't
any wall at all and house and garden nerged. A sort of path led to a sort of flight of steps cut
into the rock, bel ow what probably was the front door

When Lorg put his hand on the door plate, |lights began to flicker all through the house, above
themin windows, far at the ends of corridors, reflected around cowers, or shifting through a
translucent wall, veined like violet jade, or panes of black-shot anber. Even under: a section of

the floor was transparent and they could see lights comng on in roons stories down.
"Cone in."

They followed the captain across the beige carpeting. Katin stepped ahead to exam ne a shel f of
bronze statuettes. "Benin?" he asked the captain.

"I believe so. Yorgos has a passion for thirteenth-century N geria."

When Katin turned to the opposite wall his eyes wi dened. "Now those can't be the originals."
Then narrowed. "The Van Meegeren forgeries?”

"No. I'mafraid those are just plain old copies."

Katin chuckled. "l've still got Dehay's Under Sirius on the brain."

They continued down the hall
"I think there's a bar in here." Lorq turned into a doorway.
The lights only cane hal fway up because of what was beyond the forty feet of glass opposite.

I nside the roomyellow | anps played on a pool of opal escent sand filled by siftings fromthe rock
wail . Refreshnents were already nmoving into the roomon the rotary stage. On floating gl ass
shel ves sat pale statuettes. Benin bronzes in the hall; here were early Cycladics, |lucent and
featurel ess

CQut si de the room was ol d.

Down anong bracki sh crags, lava flanmed |ike day.

The river of rock flowed by, sw nging the crags' shadows between the wooden beans of the ceiling.
The Mouse stepped forward and sai d sonething w thout sound.

Tyy and Sebastian narrowed their eyes.

"Now isn't that -- "

" -- that something to |look at!"

The Mouse ran around the sand-pool, |eaned against the glass with his hands by his face. Then he

grinned back over his shoulder. "It's like being right down in the mddle of some Hell on
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Triton!"

The thing on Sebastian's shoul der dropped, flapping, to the floor and cowered behind its naster as
sonething in Gold exploded. Falling fire dropped |ight down their faces.

"Whi ch brew of the other world do you want to try first?" Lorqgq asked the twins as he surveyed
bottl es on the stage.

"The one in the red bottle --

" -- in the green bottle | ooks pretty good " -- not as good as sone of the stuff we got on Tubman -
- " " -- 1 bet. On Tubman we got sone stuff called bliss -- -- you know what it is bliss,

Capt ai n?"

"No bliss." Lorq held up the bottles, one in each hand.

"Red or green. They're both good."

"l could sure use sone --

-- me too. But | guess he doesn't have --

" -- guess he doesn't. So I'll take -- "

" --red -- "

" -- green."

"One of each. Coming up." Tyy touched Sebastian's arm "What is?" Sebastian frowned.

She pointed to the wall as one of the shelves floated away froma | ong painting.

"The view from Thul e down Ravine Dank is!" Sebastian seized Leo's shoulder. "Look. That hone
ist™

The fisherman | ooked up

"You out the back wi ndow of the house where | was born | ook," Sebastian said. "Al that you see."
"Hey." The Mouse reached up to tap Katin's shoulder. Katin |ooked down fromthe scul pture he was
exam ning at the Muse's dark face. "Huh?"

"That stool over there. You renenber that Vega Republic stuff you were tal king about back on the
shi p?"

"yesg "
"lI's that stool one?"

Katin smiled. "No. Everything here is all patterned on pre-star-flight designs. This whole room
is a pretty faithful replica of sone el egant Anerican nansion of the twenty-first or second
century."”

The Mouse nodded. "Onh."

"The rich are always enanored of the ancient."

"I never been in a place like this before." The Muse | ooked about the room "It's sonething,
huh?"
"Yes. It is."”

"Come get your poison," Lorq called fromthe stage.

"Mouse! Now, you your syrynx play?" Leo brought over two nugs, pushed one into the Muse's

file:/lIF|/rah/Samuel%20R.%20Delaney/Delany,%20Samuel%20R%20-%20Nova.TXT (114 of 146) [8/27/03 11:45:16 PM]



file:///F)/rah/Samuel %20R.%20D el aney/Del any,%20Samuel %620R%20-%20Nova. TX T

hands, the other into Katin's. "You play. Soon | down to the ice docks will go. Mouse, play for

"Play something that we can dance --

-- dance with us, Tyy. Sebastian --

-- Sebastian will you dance with us too?"

The Mouse shucked his sack

Leo went over to get a nmug for hinmself, cane back, and sat down on the stool. The Muse's inages
were paled by Gold. But the nmusic was ornanented with sharp, insistent quarter tones. It snelled
like a party.

On the floor, the Muse bal anced the body of the syrynx against his bl ackened, horny foot, tapped
time with the toe of his boot, and rocked. His fingers flew. Light fromGold, fromthe fixtures
about the room fromthe Muse's syrynx, |ashed the captain's face to fury. Twenty mnutes |ater
he said, "Muse, I'mgoing to steal you for a while."

He stopped playing. "Wat you want, Captain?"
"Conpany. |1'mgoing out."
The dancers' faces fell

Lorg turned a dial on the stage. "l've had the sensory recorder running." The nusic began again.
And the ghostly visions of the Muuse's syrynx cavorted once nore, along with i mages of Tyy,
Sebastian, and the tw ns dancing, the sound of their |aughter --

"Where are we goi ng, Captain?" the Muse asked. He put his syrynx down on the case.
"I'"ve been thinking. W need sonething here. |'mgoing to get sonme bliss."

"You nean you know - -
" -- where to get hold of sone?"
"The Pleiades is ny hone," the Captain said. "W'Il|l be gone maybe an hour. Cone on, Mbuse."

"Hey, Mouse, will you | eave your --
-- syrynx here with us -- "

" -- now? It'll be okay. W won't -- "
-- won't let anything happen to it."

Wth lips pulled thin, the Muuse | ooked fromthe twins to his instrument. "Al right. You can
play it. But watch out, huh?"

He wal ked over to where Lorq stood at the door

Leo joined them "Now it too tine for me to go is."

I nside the Muse, surprise opened |ike a wound over the inevitable. He blinked.
"For the lift, Captain, | you thank."

They wal ked down the hall and through Taafite's garden. CQutside the gate, they stopped by the
snoking grate. "For the ice docks down there you go." Lorqg pointed down the hill. "You the nono
to the end of the line take."

Leo nodded. His blue eyes caught the Muse's dark ones, and puzzl enment passed on his face.
"Well, Muse. Maybe sone day again we'll see, huh?"
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"Yeah," the Muse said. "Maybe."

Leo turned and wal ked down the fum ng street, boot heel clicking.
"Hey," the Mouse called after a nonent.

Leo | ooked back

"Ashton Cark."

Leo grinned, then started again.

"You know," the Mouse said to Lorqg, "I'Il probably never see himagain in nmy life. Cone on
Captain."”

"Are we anywhere near the spacefield?" the Muse asked. They cane down the crowded steps of the
nonorail station

"Wthin wal king di stance. W're about five nmles dowmn CGold from Taafite."

The spray trucks had recently been by. The wandering people were reflected on the wet pavenent.

A group of youngsters -- two of the boys with bells around their necks -- ran by an old nan,

| aughing. He turned, followed thema few steps, hand out. Now he turned back and came toward the
Mouse and Lorq.

"An old guy with sonething, you help? Tonorrow, tonorrowinto a job | plug. But tonight ..."
The Mouse | ooked back after the panhandl er, but Lorq kept on

"What's in there?" The Muse pointed to a high arcade of lights. People clustered before the
door on the shining street.

"No bliss there."
They turned the corner.

On the far side of the street, couples had stopped by a fence. Lorq crossed the street. "That's
the other end of CGold down there."

Bel ow t he ragged sl ope, bright rock wound into the night. One couple turned away hand in hand,
wi t h burni shed faces.

Fl ashing fromhis hair, hands, and shoulders, a nman came up the wal kway in a lame vest. A tray of
jewel s hung around his neck. The couple stopped him She bought a jewel fromthe vendor and,

| aughi ng, placed it on her boyfriend' s forehead. The sequined streamers fromthe central cluster
of stones ran back and wound thenselves in his long hair. They |aughed up the wet street.

Lorg and the Mouse reached the end of the fence. A crowd of uniformed Pl ei ades patrol nen canme up
the stone steps; three girls ran up behind them screaning. Five boys overtook them and the
screans turned to laughter. The Muse | ooked back to see them cluster about the jewelry nman

Lorq started down the steps.
"What's down there?" The Muse hurried on behind.

On the side of the broad steps, people drank at tables set beside the cafes cut into the rock
wal | .

"You | ook |ike you know where you're going, Captain." The Muse caught up with Lorqg' s el bow.
"Who is that?" He gazed after one stroller. Anong the lightly clad people, she wore a heavy
parka rinmred with fur

"She's one of your ice-fishernen," the captain told him "Leo will he wearing one of them soon
They spend nost of their time away fromthe heated part of the Gty."
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"Where are we goi ng?"

"I think it was down this way." They turned along a dimledge; there were a few wi ndows in the
rock. Blue light |eaked fromthe shades. "These places change owners every couple of nmonths, and
I haven't been in the City for five years. If we don't find the place I'"mlooking for, we'll find
one that'll do."

"What sort of place is it?"

A woman shrieked. A door swung open; she staggered out. Another suddenly reached fromthe

dar kness, caught her by the arm slapped her tw ce, and yanked her back. The door slamed on a
second shriek. An old man -- probably another ice-fisherman -- supported a younger nman on his
shoul der, "W you back to the roomyou take. Your head up hold. Al right it will be. To the
roomwe you take."

The Mouse wat ched them stagger by. A couple had stopped back near the stone stairway. She was
shaki ng her head. Finally he nodded, and they turned back

"The place | was thinking of, anong other things, used to have a thriving business conning people

to work in the mnes in the Quter Col onies, then collecting a conm ssion on each recruit. It was
perfectly legal; there're a lot of stupid people in the universe. |'ve been a foreman in one of
those mnes and seen it fromthe other end. It's not very pretty.” Lorq |ooked over a doorway.

"Different nanme. Sane place."

He started down the steps. The Muse | ooked quickly behind him then followed: They entered a
long roomwith a plank bar by one wall. A few panels of nultichrome gave out feeble color. "Sane
peopl e too."

A man ol der than the Muse, younger than Lorqg, with stringy hair and dirty nails cane up. "Wat
can | do for you boys?”

"What have you got to make us feel good?"
He cl osed an eye. "Have a seat."
Dimfigures passed and paused before the bar

Lorg and the Muse slipped into a booth. The man pulled up a chair, reversed it, straddled it,
and sat at the table's head. "How good do you want to feel ?"

Lorqg turned his hands palns up on the table.

"Downstairs we have a ...
out. " ...pathobath?"

The man gl anced toward a doorway in the back where people noved in and

"What's that?" the Muse asked.

"A place with crystal walls that reflect the color of your thoughts," Lorq told him "You | eave
your clothes at the door and float anobng columms of |ight on currents of glycerin.

They heat it to body tenperature, nask out all your senses. After a little while, deprived of
contact with sensory reality, you go insane. Your own psychotic fantasies provide the floor
show." He | ooked back at the man. "I want sonmething we can take with us."

Behind thin lips the man's teeth cane together sharply.

On the stage at the end of the bar a naked girl stepped into the coral spotlight and began to
chant a poem Those sitting at the bar clapped in tine.

The man | ooked quickly back and forth between the captain and the Mouse.

Lorq folded his hands. "Bliss."
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The man's eyebrows rai sed under the matted hair that fell down his forehead. "That's what |
thought." His own hands cane together. "Bliss."

The Mouse | ooked at the girl. Her skin was unnaturally shiny. dycerin, the Muse thought.
Yeah, glycerin. He |eaned against the stone wall, then quickly pulled away. Drops of water ran

the cold rock. The Muse rubbed his shoul der and | ooked back at the captain.
"We'll wait for it."

The man nodded. After a nonment he said to the Muuse, "Wiat do you and pretty-man do for a
I'iving?"

"Crewon a ... freighter." The captain nodded just enough to conmuni cate approval

"You know, there's good work in the Quter Colonies. You ever thought about doing a hitch in the
m nes?"

"I worked the mines for three years," Lorqg said.

"Ch." The man fell silent.

After a nmonment, Lorq asked, "Are you going to send for the bliss?"
"I already did." A linp grin washed his |ips.

At the bar the rhythm c cl appi ng broke into applause as the girl finished her poem She | eaped
fromthe stage, and ran across the floor toward them The Muse saw her take sonething quickly
fromone of the nen at the bar. She hugged the nman at the table with them Their hands joi ned,
and as she ran into the shadow, the Muse saw the man's hand fall on the table, the knuckl es high
with somet hi ng underneath. Lorq placed his hand over the nan's, conpletely masking them

"Three pounds,"” the man said, "@g."

Wth his other hand Lorq put three bills on the table.

The man pulled his hand away and pi cked t hem up.

"Cone on, Muse, we've got what we want." Lorq rose fromthe table and started across the room

The Mouse ran after him "Hey, Captain. That man didn't speak the Pl ei ades way!"

"In a place like this, they always speak your |anguage, no matter what it is. That's where their
busi ness conmes from"

Just as they reached the door, the man suddenly hailed them once nore. He nodded at Lorqg. "Just
wanted to renmind you to cone on back when you want sone nore. So |long, beautiful."

"See you around, ugly." Lorg went out the door. |In the cool night, he paused at the top of the
steps, bent his head over his cupped hands and breat hed deeply. "Here you go, Muse." He held
his hands out. "Have a whiff on ne."

"What am | supposed to do?"

"Take a deep breath, hold it for a while, then let it go." As the Muse | eaned down, a shadow
fell that was not his own. The Muse junped.

"Al'l right. Wat you got?"
The Mouse | ooked up at, and Lorqg | ooked down at the patrol man.
Lorg narrowed his eyes and opened his hands.

The patrol man decided to ignore the Mouse and | ooked at Lorg. "Ch." He noved his lower |ip over
his upper teeth. "Sonething dangerous it could have been. Sonething illegal, understand?"
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Lorg nodded. "It could have been."
"These pl aces around here, you got to watch out."
Lorqg nodded agai n.
So did the patrolman. "Say, how about the |law swinging out a little, you let?"

The Mouse saw the smile the captain had not yet allowed out on his face. Lorq raised his hands to
the patrol man. "CQut yourself knock."

The patrol man bent, sucked a breath, stood. "Thanks,"” and he turned into the dark
The Muse wat ched hima nonment, shook his head, shrugged, then gave the captain a cynical frown.

He put his hands around Lorq's, |eaned over, enptied his lungs, then filled them After he held
his breath, for nearly a minute, he exploded, "Now what's supposed to happen?"

"Don't worry about it," Lorqgq said. "It is.
They started back al ong the | edge past the blue w ndows.

The Mouse | ooked at the river of bright rock. "You know," he said after a while, "I wish | had ny
syrynx. | want to play." They had al nbost reached the steps with the open cafes under the lights.
There was the tinkling of anplified nusic. Soneone at a table dropped a glass that broke on the
stone, and the sound di sappeared under an onsl aught of applause. The Muse | ooked at his hands.
"This stuff makes ny fingers itchy." They started up the steps. "Wien | was a kid back on Earth,
in Athens, there was a street like this. Qdos Misicleous, it ran right up through the Plaka. |
worked at a couple of places in the Plaka, you know? The Golden Prison, the "0 kal 'H And you
climb the stairs up fromAdrianou and way above is the back porch of the Erechtheumin a spotlight
over the Acropolis wall at the top of the hill. And people at the tables on the sides of the
street, they break their plates, see, and laugh. You ever been in the Plaka in Athens, Captain?"

"Once, a long tinme ago," Lorq said. "I was just about your age now. It was only for an evening
t hough. "

"Then you don't know the little nei ghborhood above it. Not if you were just there one evening."
The Muse's hoarse whi sper gai ned nonentum  "You keep going up that street of stone steps til

all the night clubs give out and there's nothing but dirt and grass and gravel, but you keep
going, with the ruins still poking over that wall. Then you cone to this place called
Anaphi oti ka. That nmeans 'Little Anaphi,' see? Anaphi was an island that was al nost destroyed by
an earthquake, a long time ago. And they got little stone houses, right in the side of the
mount ai n, and streets eighteen inches wide with steps so steep it's like clinbing a |adder. |
knew a guy who had a house there. And after | got finished work, 1'd get sonme girls. And sone
wine. Even when | was a kid, | could get girls -- " The Muse snapped his fingers. "You clinmb up
to his roof by a rusty spiral stair outside the front door, chase the cats off. Then we'd play
and drink wine and watch the city spread all down the nountain like a carpet of lights, and then
up the mountain with the little nonastery like a splinter of bone at the top. Once we played too
Il oud and the old lady in the house above us threw a pitcher at us. But we |aughed at her and
yel | ed back and nade her get up and cone down for a glass of wine. And already the sky was
getting gray behind the nountains, behind the nonastery. | liked that, Captain. And | like this
too. | can play nmuch better than | could back then. That's because | play a lot. | want to play
the things | can see around ne. But there's so nmuch around nme | can see that you can't. And

have to play that too. Just because you can't touch it, doesn't mean you can't snell and see and
hear it. | walk down one world and up another and | like what | see in all of them You know the
curve of your hand in the hand of sonmeone nore inportant to you than anybody? That's the spirals
of the gal axy | ocked in one another. You know the curve of your hand when the other hand is gone
and you're trying to renenber howit felt? There is no other curve like that. | want to play

t hem agai nst each other. Katin says |I'mscared. | am Captain. O everything around nme. So
what ever | see, | press against ny eyeballs, stick nmy fingers and tongue init. | |ike today;

that means | have to live scared. Because today is scary. And at least |I'mnot afraid of being
frightened. Katin, -- he's all mxed up with the past. Sure, the past is what nakes now | i ke now
makes tonorrow;, Captain, there's a river crashing by us. But we can only go down to drink one
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place and it's called "now.' | play nmy syrynx, see, and it's like an invitation for everybody to
cone down and drink. Wen | play | want everybody to applaud. Cause when | play |'mup there,
see, with the tightrope wal kers, balancing on that blazing rimof crazy where nmy mnd still works.
I dance in the fire. Wwen | play, | lead all the other dancers where you, and you" -- the Muse
poi nted at people passing -- "and himand her, can't get without ny help. Captain, back three
years ago, when | was fifteen in Athens, | renenber one norning up on that roof. | was |eaning on

the frame of the grape arbor with shiny grape | eaves on ny cheek and the lights of the city going
out under the dawn, and the dancing had stopped, and two of the girls were nmaking out in a red

bl anket back under the iron table. And suddenly | asked nyself, 'Wat am | doing here?" Then I
asked it again: 'What am | doing here?" Then it got |like a tune caught in my head, playing through
again and again. | was scared, Captain. | was excited and happy, and scared to death, and | bet

I was grinning wide as I'mgrinning now That's how ! run, Captain. | haven't got the voice to
sing or shout it. But |I play nmy harp, don't I? And what am | doing now, Captain? dinbing

anot her street of stone steps worlds away, dawn then, night now, happy and scared as the devil

What am | doing here? Yeah! Wat am| doing?"

"You're rapping, Muse." Lorq let go of the post at the top of the steps. "Let's get back to
Taafite."

"Ch, yeah. Sure, Captain.” The Muse suddenly | ooked into the ruined face. The captain | ooked
down at him Deep anpbng the broken lines and |lights, the Muse saw hunor and conpassion. He

| aughed. "I wish I had ny syrynx now. |'d play your eyes out of your head. |'d turn your nose

i nside out fromboth nostrils, and you'd be twice as ugly as you are now, Captain!" Then he

| ooked across the street: at once wet pavenent and people and lights and refl ections kal ei doscoped
behi nd amazing tears. "I wish | had ny syrynx," the Muse whi spered again, "had it with me ..
now. "

They headed back to the nonorail station

"Eating, sleeping, current wages: how would | explain the present concept of these three to
sonmebody from say, the twenty-third century?”

Katin sat at the edge of the party watching the dancers, hinself anong them |[|aughing before Gold.
Now and then he bent over his recorder

"The way we handl e these processes would be totally beyond the conprehensi on of someone from seven
hundred years ago, even though he understood intravenous feeding and nutrition concentrates.

Still he would have nowhere near the informational equipnent to understand how everyone in this
society, except the very, very rich, or the very, very poor take their daily nourishnent. Half

the process woul d seem conpl etely inconprehensible; the other half, disgusting. dd that drinking
has renmi ned the sane. At the same period of tinme these changes took place -- bless Ashton dark -
- the novel nore or less died. | wonder if there's a connection. Since | have chosen this
archaic art form nust | consider ny audience the people who will read it tonorrow, or should
address it to yesterday? Past or future, if I left those elenments out of the narrative, it m ght
serve to give the work nore momentum "

The sensory recorder had been left on to record and re-record so that the room was crowded with
mul ti pl e dancers and the ghosts of dancers. |Ildas played a counterpoint of sounds and inages on
the Mouse's syrynx. Conversations, real and recorded, filled the room

"Though all these dance around nme now, | nmake ny art for a nythol ogi cal audi ence of one. Under
what ot her circunstances can | hope to comuni cate?"

Tyy stepped from anpong Tyys and Sebastians. "Katin, the door-light flashing is."

Katin flipped off his recorder. "The Muse and Captain nmust be back. Don't bother, Tyy. ['IlI
let themin." Katin stepped out of the roomand hurried down the hall

"Hey, Captain" -- Katin swung the door back -- "the party's going -- " He dropped his hand from

the knob. His heart pounded twice in his throat, and then night as well have stopped. He stepped
back from the door.
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"l gather you recognize nyself and ny sister? | won't bother with introductions then. My we
cone in?"

Katin's nouth started working toward sonme word.

"W know he's not here. W'Ill wait."

The iron gate with its chunk-glass ornanentation closed on a scarf of steam Lorqg | ooked about
the plants in silhouette against Taafite's amber.

"Hope they still have a party going,
in the corner asleep!"

the Mouse said. "To go all this way and find themcurl ed up

"Bliss'I| wake themup." As Lorq nounted the rocks, he took his hands from his pockets. A breeze
pushed beneath the flaps of his vest, cooled the spaces between his fingers. He palmed the circle
of the door plate. The door swung in. Lorq stepped inside. "Doesn't sound |like they' ve passed
out."

The Mouse grinned and hopped toward the living room

The party had been recorded, re-recorded, and re-recorded again. Miltiple nelodies flailed a
dozen dancing Tyys to different rhythns. Tw ns before were duodecupl ets now. Sebastian
Sebasti an, and Sebastian, at various stages of inebriation, poured drinks of red, blue, green.

Lorq stepped in behind the Mouse. "Lynceos, ldas! W got your -- | can't tell which is which
Quiet a minute!" He slapped at the wall switch of the sensory recorder -- Fromthe edge of the
sand- pool the twi ns | ooked up; white hands fell apart; black came together.

Tyy sat at Sebastian's feet, huggi ng her knees: gray eyes flashed under beating |ids.
Katin's Adam s apple bounded in his | ong neck.

And Prince and Ruby turned fromcontenplating Gold. "W seemto have put a danper on the

gat hering. Ruby suggested they just go on and forget us, but -- " He shrugged. "I'mglad we neet
here: Yorgy was reluctant to tell me where you were. He's a good friend to you. But not so good
as | aman eneny." The black vinyl vest hung | oose on his bone-white chest. Ridged ribs scored

it sharply. Black pants, black boots. Around his upper armat the top of his glove: white fur

A hand sl apped Lorq's sternum slapped it again, again. The hand was inside. "You've threatened
me a great deal, and interestingly. How are you going to carry it out?" Bearing Lorq's fear was
a net of exaltation.

As Prince stepped forward, a wing of Sebastian's pet brushed his calf. "Please .. ..." Prince
gl anced down at the creature. At the sand-pool he stopped, stooped between the twi ns, scooped his
false hand into the sand, and made a fist. "Ahhhh .. ." His breath, even with parted |ips,

hi ssed. He stood now, opened his fingers.

Dull glass fell snmoking to the rug. Ildas pulled his feet back sharply. Lynceos just blinked
faster.

"How does that answer mny question?”

"Consider it a denmonstration of ny |ove of strength and beauty. Do you see?" He kicked the
shards of hot glass across the rug. "Bah! Too many inpurities to rival Murano. | came here -- "

"To kill me?"

"To reason."”
"What did you bring beside reasons?"

"My right hand. | know you have no weapons. | trust ny owmn. We are both playing this one by
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ear, Lorg. Ashton Cark has set the rules.™
"Prince, what are you trying to do?"
"Keep things as they are.”
"Stasis is death."
"But | ess destructive than your insane novenents."
"I ama pirate, renenber?"
"You're fast on your way to beconing the greatest crimnal of the mllenniunt
"Are you about to tell ne sonmething |I don't know?"

"I sincerely hope not. For our sake here, for the sake of worlds around us ... Then Prince
| aughed. "By every |ogical extension of argument, Lorq, I'mright as far as this battle goes.
Has that occurred to you?"

Lorg narrowed his eyes.

"I know you want Illyrion," Prince continued. "The only reason you want it is to upset the
bal ance of power; otherwise, it wouldn't be worth it to you. Do you know what w || happen?"

Lorqg set his mouth. "I'Il tell you: it will ruin the econonmy of the Quter Colonies. There wl]l
be a whole wave of workers to relocate. They'll swarmin. The enpire will come as close to war
as it's been since the suppression of Vega. Wen a conpany |ike Red-shift Linmited reaches stasis
inthis culture, that's tantamunt to destruction. That should kill as much work for as many
people in Draco as the destruction of ny conpanies would nean in the Pleiades. Does that begin
your argunent wel | ?"

"Lorg, you are incorrigible!"
"Are you relieved that |'ve thought it through?"
"I'"mappal l ed. "

"Here's another argunent you can use, Prince: you're fighting not only for Draco, but for the
econom c stability of the Quter Colonies as well. If | win, a third of the gal axy noves forward
and two thirds fall behind. If you win, two thirds of the galaxy maintains its present standard
and one third falls.”

Prince nodded. "Now, denolish nme with your logic."
"l must survive."
Prince waited. He frowned. The frown parted with puzzled laughter. "That's all you can say?"

"Way should | bother to tell you that the workers can be relocated in spite of the difficulty?
That there will be no war because there are enough worlds and food for them-- if it is properly
distributed, Prince? That the increase in Illyrion will create enough new projects to absorb

t hese peopl e?"

Prince's black brows arched. "That nuch IIlyrion?"
Lorqg nodded. "That nuch."

By the great wi ndow, Ruby picked up the ugly lunps of glass. She exanm ned them seeni ng
unconsci ous of the conversation. But Prince held out his hand. [|Imediately, she placed them on
his palm She was followi ng their words closely.

"I wonder," Prince said, |ooking at the fragments, "if this will work." His fingers closed. "Do
you insist on reopening this feud between us?"
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"You're a fool, Prince. The forces that have pried up the old hostilities were noving about us
when we were children. Wy pretend here that these paraneters mark our field?"

Prince's fist began to quiver. Hi s hand opened. Bright crystals were shot with internal blue

light. "Heptodyne quartz. Are you familiar with it? MId pressure on inpure glass will often
produce -- | say 'mld.' That's a geologically relative term of course."
"You're threatening again. Go away -- now. O you'll have to kill ne."

"You don't want me to go. W're trying to nmaneuver a single conbat here to decide which worlds

fall where." Prince hefted the crystals. "I could put one of these quite accurately through your
skull." He turned his hand over; again shards fell on the floor. "I'mnot a fool, Lorg. |I'ma
juggler. | want to keep all our worlds spinning about nmy ears." He bowed and stepped back

Again his foot brushed the beast.

-- Sebastian's pet yanked at its chain. Sails cracked the air, jerked its nmaster's arm back and
forth -- "Down! Down, now you go ...'

-- the chain pulled from Sebastian's hand. It rose, swept back and forth beneath the ceiling.
Then it dove at Ruby.

She whirled her arnms around her head. Prince dodged at her, ducked beneath the wings. H s gloved
hand struck up.

It squeal ed, flapped back. Prince whipped his hand again at the black body. It shook in the air,
col | apsed.

Tyy cried out, ran to the beast, which flapped weakly on its back, and pulled it away. Sebastian
rose fromhis stool with knotted fists. Then he dropped to his knees to minister to his injured
pet.

Prince turned his black hand over. Wt purple blotched the nap. "That was the creature that
attacked you on the Esclaros, wasn't it?"

Ruby stood up, still silent, and pushed dark hair from her shoulder. Her dress was white, rimed
at hem collar, and sleeve with black. She touched her satin bodi ce where bangl es of bl ood had
dr opped.

Prince regarded the mewi ng thing between Tyy and Sebastian. "That al nbst settles the score,
Ruby?" He rubbed his hands: flesh and bl oody bl ack

He frowned at his snmeared fingers. "Lorqg, you asked nme a question: when am| going to make good
my threats? Sonme tinme within the next sixty seconds. But we have a sun to settle between us.
Those runors you nentioned to Ruby have reached us. The protective gauze the Great Wiite Bitch of
the North, your Aunt Cyana, drapes about herself, is nost effective. It fell the nmonent you |eft
her office. But we've listened at other keyholes; and we heard news of a sun, about to go nova.
It, or suns like it, have apparently been the center of your interest for sonme time." Hi s blue
eyes rose fromhis stained palm "lllyrion. | don't see the connection. No matter. Aaron's nen
are working onit."

Tension rode like pain between Lorq's hips and in the small of his back. "You are preparing for
something. Go on. Do it."

"I must figure out how Wth nmy bare hand, | think -- no." H's brows arched; he held up his dark
fist. "No, this one. | respect your attenpt to justify yourself to me. But how do you justify
yourself to then?" Wth bloody fingers he gestured at the crew

"Ashton Clark would side with you, Prince. So would justice. |'mnot here because | willed a
situation. |'monly struggling to solve it. The reason | nust fight you is | think | can w n.
There's only that one. You're for stasis. |'mfor novenent. Things nove. There's no ethic
there.” Lorq |ooked at the twins. "Lynceos? |das?"

The bl ack face | ooked up; the white, down.
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"Do you know what you risk in this contest?"

One | ooking at him one | ooking away, they nodded.
"Do you want to sign off the Roc?"

"No, Captain, we -- "

" -- | mean, even if it all --

-- all changes, on Tubnman --

" -- in the Quter Colonies, maybe --

-- maybe Tobias will |eave there -- "
-- and join us here."
Lorqg laughed. "I think Prince would take you with him-- if you wanted."

"Tarred and feathered," Prince said. "Etiolated and denigrated. You've lived out your own nyths.
Damm you, Lorg."

Ruby stepped forward. "You!" she said to the twins. Both |ooked at her. "Do you really know
what happens if you help Captain Von Ray and he succeeds?"

"He may win -- Lynceos finally | ooked away, silver |ashes quivering.
I das noved closer to shield his brother. " -- or he may not."

"What do they say about our cultural solidarity?" fromLorq. "It's not the world you thought it
was, Prince."

Ruby turned sharply. "Does the evidence say it's yours?" Wthout waiting for answer, she turned
to Gold. "Look at it, Lorg."

"I'"m 1l ooking. What do you see, Ruby?"

"You -- you and Prince -- want to control the internal flanes that run worlds against the night.
There, the fire has broken out. |It's scarred this world, this city, the way Prince scarred you."

"To bear such a scar," Prince (Lorq felt his jaw stiffen; nuscles bunched at tenple and forehead)
said slowy, "you nay have to be greater than I."

"To bear it | have to hate you."
Prince snm | ed.

The Mouse, Lorq saw fromthe corner of his eye, had backed agai nst the doorjanb, both hands behi nd
him Slack lips had fallen fromwhite teeth; white encircled both pupils.

"Hate is a habit. W have hated each other a long tine, Lorg. | think I'Il finish it now"
Prince's fingers flexed. "Do you renenber how it started?"

"On Sao Orini? | remenber you were as spoiled and vicious then as you -- "

"Us?" Prince's eyebrows arched again. "Vicious? Ah, but you were blatantly cruel. And I've

never forgiven you for it."

"For making fun of your hand --

"Did you? Qdd, | don't renenber. Insults of that nature | rarely forget. But no. |'mtalKking
about that barbaric exhibition you took us to in the jungle. Beasts; and we couldn't even see the
ones in the pit. Al of them hanging over the edge, sweating, shouting, drunk, and -- bestial
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And Aaron was one of them | renenber himto this day, his forehead glistening, his hair
straggling, face contorted in a grisly shout, shaking his fist." Prince closed his vel vet
fingers. "Yes, his fist. That was the first tinme | sawmny father like that. It terrified ne.
W' ve seen himlike that many tinmes since, haven't we, Ruby?" He glanced at his sister. "There
was the De Targo nerger when he cane out of the board roomthat evening.., or the Anti-Flam na'
scandal seven years ago ... Aaron is a charnming, cultured, and utterly vicious man. You were the
first person to show nme that viciousness naked in his face. | could never forgive you for that,
Lorqg. This schene of yours, whatever it is, with this ridiculous sun: | have to stop it. | have
to stop the Von Ray nmadness.” Prince stepped forward. "If the Pleiades Federati on crashes when

you crash, it is only so that Draco live --
Sebasti an rushed him
It cane that suddenly, surprised all equally.

Prince dropped to one knee. His hand fell on the quartz lunps; they shattered with blue fire. As
Sebastian struck at him Prince whi pped one of the fragments through the air: thwik. It sank in
the cyborg stud's hairy arm Sebastian roared, staggered backward. Prince's hand swept again
over the bright, broken crystals.

...thwik, thw k, and thw k.

Bl ood dribbled fromtwo spots on Sebastian's stomach, one on his thigh. Lynceos |lunged fromthe
pool edge. "Hey, you can't -- "

-- yes he can!" ldas grappled his brother; white fingers tried and failed to tear the bl ack bar
fromhis chest. Sebastian fell.

Thwi k . ..
Tyy shrieked and dropped to his side, grabbing his bleeding face and rocki ng above him
... thwik, thwk.
He arched his back, gasping. The wounds on his thigh and cheek, and two on his chest flickered.

Prince stood. "Now, I'mgoing to kill you." He stepped over Sebastian's feet as the stud's heels
gouged the carpet. "Does that answer your question?”

It cane up from somewhere deep below Lorqg's gut, noored anong yesterdays. Bliss made his

awar eness of its shape and outline precise and |lum nous. Sonething inside himshook. Fromthe
hammock of his pelvis it clawed into his belly, vaulted his chest and wove wildly, erupted from
his face; Lorq bellowed. In the sharp peripheral awareness of the drug, he saw the Muse's syrynx
where it had been left on the stage. He snatched it up --

"No, Captain!"

-- as Prince lunged. Lorq ducked with the instrument against his chest. He twisted the intensity
knob.

The edge of Prince's hand shattered the doorjanb (where a nonent before the Mouse had | eaned).
Splinters split four and five feet up the shaft.

"Captain, that's my ...!"

The Mouse | eaped, and Lorq struck himwith his flat hand. The Muse staggered backward and f el
in the sand- pool

Lorgq dodged sideways and whirled to face the door as Prince, still smiling, stepped away.
Then Lorq struck the tuning haft.

A flash.
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It was reflection fromPrince's vest; the beamwas tight. Prince flung his hand up to his eyes.
Then he shook his head, blinking.

Lorqg struck the syrynx again.
Prince clutched his eyes, stepped back, and screeched.

Lorq's fingers tore at the sound-projection strings. Though the beam was directional, the echo
roared about the room drowning the scream Lorq's head jarred under the sound. But he beat the
soundi ng board again. And again. Wth each sweep of his hand, Prince reeled back. He tripped on
Sebastian's feet, but did not fall. And again. Lorq's own head ached. That part of his mnd
still aloof fromthe rage thought: his mnmiddle ear nust have ruptured. ... Then the rage clinbed
higher in his brain. There was no part of himseparate fromit.

And agai n.

Prince's arns flailed about his head. His ungloved hand struck one of the suspended shelves. The
statuette fell.

Furious, Lorqgq smashed at the ol factory plate.

An acrid stench burned his own nostrils, seared the roof of his nasal cavity so that his eyes
t ear ed.

Prince screaned, staggered; his gloved fist hit the plate glass. It cracked fromfloor to
ceiling.

Wth blurred and burning eyes, Lorq stal ked him

Now Prince struck both fists against the glass; glass exploded. Fragnents rang on the floor and
t he rock.

"No!" from Ruby. Her hands were over her face

Prince lurched outside.

Heat sl apped at Lorq's face. But he foll owed.

Prince wove and stunbl ed down toward the gl ow of Gold. Lorqg crab-wal ked the jagged sl ope.
And struck.

Li ght whi pped Prince. He nust have regai ned sone of his vision, because he clawed at his eyes
again. He went down on one knee.

Lorq staggered. His shoul der scraped hot rock. He was already slicked with sweat. It trickled

his forehead, banked in his eyebrows, poured through at the scar. He took six steps. Wth each

he struck light brighter than Gold, sound |ouder than the lava's roar, odor sharper than the

sul fur fumes that rasped his throat. H's rage was real and red and brighter than Gold. "Vermn
Devil ... Dirt!"

Prince fell just as Lorqg reached him His bare hand | eaped about the scalding stone. His head
came up. His arnms and face had been cut by falling glass. H's mouth was opening and closing like
a fish. H s blind eyes blinked and winkl ed and opened agai n.

Lorg swng his foot back, smashed at the gasping face.
And it was spent.

He sucked hot gas. Hs eyes raged with heat. He turned, arms slipping against his sides. The
ground tilted suddenly. The black crust opened and heat struck himback. He staggered up between
the pitted crags. The lights of Taafite quivered behind shaking veils. He shook his head. His

t hought s reel ed about the burning cage of bone. He was coughing; the sound was a distant bell ow.
And he had dropped the syrynx ..
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...she cleared between the jagged edges.

Cool touched his face, seeped into his lungs. Lorqg pulled hinmself erect. She stared at him Her
lips fluttered before no word. Lorq stepped toward her

She rai sed her hand (he thought she was going to strike him And he did not care) and touched his
corded neck.

Her throat quivered.

Lorg | ooked over her face, her hair, tw sted about a silver conb. 1In the flicker of Gold her skin
was the color of a velvet nut-hull; her eyes were kohled wi de over pronm nent cheekbones. But her
magni fi cence was in the slight tilt of her chin, the expression on her copper nouth, caught
between a terrifying snmle and resignation to sonething ineffably sad; in the curve of her fingers
agai nst her throat.

Her face | ooned against his. Warmlips struck his own, becane noist. On the back of his neck
still the warnth of her fingers, the cool of her ring. Her hand slid.

Then, behind them Prince screaned.
Ruby jerked away, snarling. Her nails raked his shoulder. She fled past himdown the rock

Lorqg did not even watch her. Exhaustion held himin the flow He stal ked through the fragnents
of glass. He glared about at the crew. "Conme on, God damm it! Get out of here!"

Beneath the knotted cable of flesh, the nuscles rode |ike chains. Red hair jerked up and down
over his gleanming belly with each breath.

"Go on now "'
"Capt ai n, what happened to ny ...
But Lorqg had started toward the door

The Mouse | ooked wildly fromthe captain to flam ng Gold. He dashed across the room and ducked
out the broken gl ass.

In the garden, Lorg was about to close the gate when the Muse slipped through behind the tw ns,
syrynx clutched under one arm sack under the other.

"Back to the Roc," Lorg was saying. "W get off this world!"

Tyy supported the injured pet on one shoul der and Sebastian on the other. Katin tried to help
her, but Sebastian was too short for Katin really to assist the weak, glittering stud. At |ast
Katin stuck his hands under his belt.

M st twi sted beneath the streetlights as they hurried along the cobbles through the Cty of
Dr eadf ul N ght.

Pl ei ades Federation/Quter Colonies (Roc transit) 3172

"Page of Cups."

"Queen of Cups."

"The Chariot. M trick is. N ne of Wands."
"Kni ght of Wands."

"Ace of Wands. The trick to the dummy-hand goes." Take-off had gone snmoothly. Now Lorq and | das
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flew the ship; the rest of the crew sat around the connons.

Fromthe ranp Katin watched Tyy and Sebastian play a two-handed gane of cards. "Parsifal -- the
pitied fool -- having forsaken the M nor Arcana, nust work his way through the remaining twenty-
one cards of the Major. He is shown at the edge of a cliff. A white cat tears the seat of his
pants. One is unable to tell if he will fall or fly away. But later in the series, we have an
indication in the card called the Hermit: an old nan with a staff and a lantern on that sane cliff
| ooks sadly down the rocks -- "

"What the hell are you tal king about?" the Muse asked. He kept running his finger over a scar

on the polished rosewood. "Don't tell nme. Those dammed Tarot cards -- "

"I"mtal ki ng about quests, Mowuse. |'mbeginning to think my novel m ght be sone sort of quest
story." He raised his recorder again. "Consider the archetype of the Gail. Oddly unsettling
that no witer who has attacked the Gail legend in its naked entirety has lived to conplete the

work. Mallory, Tennyson, and Wagner, responsible for the nost popul ar versions, distorted the
basic material so greatly that the nythical structure of their versions is either unrecognizable
or useless -- perhaps the reason they escaped the jinx. But all true Gail tellings, Chretien de
Troyes' Conte del Gaal in the twelfth century, Robert de Boron's Grail cycle in the thirteenth
century, Wl framvon Eschenbach's Parzival, or Spenser's Faerie Queene in the sixteenth, were all
i nconplete at their authors' deaths. 1In the late nineteenth century | believe an American

Ri chard Hovey, began a cycle of eleven Grail plays and died before nunber five was finished.
Simlarly, Lewis Carroll's friend George MacDonald |l eft inconplete his Oigins of the Legend of
the Holy Grail. The sane with Charles WIlliam s cycle of poens Taliesin through Logres. And a
century later -- "

"WIIl you shut up! | swear, Katin, if | did all the brain-hacking you did, I'd go nuts!"
Katin sighed, and flipped off his recorder. "Ah, Muse, I'd go nuts if | did as little as you."

The Mouse put the instrument back in his sack, crossed his arms on the top, and | eaned his chin on
t he back of his hands.

"Ch, cone on, Mouse. See, |'ve stopped babbling. Don't be glum \What are you so down about?"

"My syrynx ...

"So you got a scratch on it. But you've been over it a dozen tinmes and you said it won't hurt the
way it plays.”

"Not the instrunent.” The Mouse's forehead winkled. "Wat the captain did with ..." He shook
his head at the nenory.

"Oon,

"And not even that." The Muse sat up

"What then?"

Agai n the Muse shook his head. "Wen | ran out through the cracked glass to get it "

Kati n nodded.

"The heat was incredible out there. Three steps and | didn't think | was going to make it. Then
| saw where Captain had dropped it, hal fway down the slope. So | squinched nmy eyes and kept

going. | thought ny foot would burn off, and | nust have got hal fway there hopping. Anyway, when
| got it, | picked it up, and ... | saw them"

"Prince and Ruby?"

"She was trying to drag himback up the rocks. She stopped when she saw ne. And | was scared."

He | ooked up fromhis hands. H's fingers were clenched; nails cut the dark palms. "I turned the
syrynx on her, light, sound, and snell all at once, hard. Captain doesn't know how to nake a
syrynx do what he wants. | do. She was blind, Katin. And | probably busted both her eardruns.
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The | aser was on such a tight beam her hair caught fire, then her dress -- "

"Ch, Mouse ..."
"I was scared, Katin! After all that with Captain and them But, Katin ... " The whisper
snagged on all sorts of junk in the Muuse's throat. "It's no good to be that scared ..."

"Queen of Swords."

"King of Swords."

"The Lovers. M trick is. Ace of Swords -- "

"Tyy, come in and relieve Idas for a while," Von Ray's voice canme through the | oud speaker

"Yes, sir. Three of Swords fromthe dumy cones. The Enpress fromne. M trick is." She closed
the cards and left the table for her projection chanber.

Sebastian stretched. "Hey, Muse?"

Chapt er Seven

Quter Colonies (Roc transit) 3172

" \N]at ?n

Sebasti an wal ked across the blue rug, kneading his forearm The ship's nmedico-unit had fixed his
broken el bow in forty-five seconds, having taken sonmewhat |ess tinme over the smaller, brighter
wounds. (It had blinked a few odd-colored lights when the dark thing with a coll apsed | ung and

three torn rib cartilages was presented to it. But Tyy had fiddled with the programming till the
unit humred efficiently over the beast.) The creature waddl ed now behind its naster, om nous and
happy, "Muse, why you not the ship's ned your throat let fix?" He swng his arm "It a good job
woul d do, "

"Can't. Couple of tines they tried when I was a kid. Back when I got nmy plugs they gave it a

go." The Mouse shrugged.
Sebastian frowned. "Not very serious now it sounds."
"It isn't," the Mouse said. "It doesn't bother ne. They just can't fix it. Sonething about

neur ol ogi cal con-sonet hi ng-or-other."
"What that is?"
The Mouse turned up his palnms and | ooked bl ank

"Neurol ogi cal congruency," Katin said. "Your unattached vocal cords nust be a neurologically
congruent birth defect.”

"Yeah, that's what they said."

"Two types of birth defects,"” Katin explained. "In both, some part of the body, internal or
external, is deformed, atrophied, or just put together wong."

"My vocal cords are all there.”

"But at the base of the brain there's a small nerve cluster which, if you see it in cross section
| ooks nore or less like a tenplate of a human being. If this tenplate is conplete, then the brain
has the nervous equi pnent to handl e a conplete body. Very rarely the tenplate contains the sane
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deformity as the body, as in the Muse's case. Even if the physical difficulty is corrected,
there are no nerve connections within the brain to mani pulate the physically corrected part."

"That must be what's wong with Prince's arm" the Muse said. "If it had been torn off in an
acci dent or sonething, they could graft a new one on, connect up the veins and nerves and
everything and have it just |ike new"

"Ch," Sebastian said.

Lynceos cane down the ranp. White fingers massaged the ivory clubs of his wists. "Captain's
really doing sone fancy flying -- "

Idas canme to the rimof the pool. "This star he's going to, where is -- ?"

-- its co-ordinates put it at the tip of the inner arm--

" -- in the Quter Colonies then -- "

-- beyond even the Far Qut Col onies."

"That a lot of flying is," Sebastian said. "And Captain all the way himself will fly.

"The captain has a ot of things to think about,” Katin suggested.

The Mouse slipped his strap over his shoulder. "A lot of things he doesn't want to think about
too. Hey, Katin, how about that ganme of chess?"

"Spot you a rook," Katin said. "Let's keep it fair."
They settled to the gam ng board.

Three games later Von Ray's voice cane through the conmons. "Everyone report to his projection
chanmber. There's sone tricky crosscurrents com ng up."

The Mouse and Katin pushed up fromtheir bubble chairs. Katin loped toward the little door behind
the serpentine staircase. The Muse hurried across the rug, up the three steps. The mirrored
panel slid into the wall. He stepped over a tool box, a coil of cable, three discarded frozen-
coil nmenory bars -- nmelting, they had stained the plates with salt where the puddle had dried --
and sat on the couch. He shook out the cables and plugged themin.

O ga wi nked solicitously above, around, beneath him

Crosscurrents: red and silver sequins flung in handfuls. The captain w el ded them agai nst the
stream

"You nust have been quite a racer, Captain," commented Katin. "What kind of yacht did you fly?
We had a racing club at school that |eased three yachts. | thought of going out for it one term"”

"Shut up and hold your vane steady."

Here, down the galaxy's spiral, there were fewer stars. Gavinetric shifts gentled here. Flight
at galactic center, with its nore condensed flux, yielded a dozen conflicting frequencies to work
with. Here, a captain had to pick at the trail wi sps of ionic inflections.

"Where are we goi ng, anyway?" the Muse asked.
Lorq pointed co-ordinates on the static matrix and the Muuse read them agai nst matrix noveabl e.

Where was the star?

Take concepts like "distant," "isolate," "faint,'

They' Il vani sh under such articulation

and give them preci se mat hemati cal expression.

But just before they do, that's where it |ay.
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"My star." Lorq swept vanes aside so they could see. "That's my sun. That's ny nova, with eight-
hundred-year-old light. Look sharp, Muse, and swing her down hard. |f your slapdash vaning
keeps nme a second fromthis sun -- "

"Cone on, Captain!"
" .- 1"l ram Tyy's deck down your gullet, sideways. Swi ng her back."
And t he Mouse swung as all night rushed about his head.

"Captains fromout here," Lorq nused when the currents cleared, "when they conme into the inflected
confusion of the central hub, they can't ride the flux in a conplicated cluster |ike the Pleiades
to save thenselves. They go off beans, take spins, and go headlong into all kinds of ness. Half

the accidents you've heard about were with eccentric captains. | talked to sone of them once.
They told ne that here on the rim it was us who were always piling up ships in gravity spin.
"You always fall asleep on your strings,' they told ne." He |aughed.

"You know you've been flying a long tine, Captain,
don't you turn off for a while?"

Katin said. "It looks pretty clear. Wy

"I feel like diddling nmy fingers in the ether for another watch. You and Mouse stay tied up. The
rest of you puppets cut strings.”

Vanes defl ated and folded till each was a single pencil of light. And the light turned off.

"Ch, Captain Von Ray, sonething --

-- something we neant to ask you --

-- before. Do you have any nore --

-- could you tell us where you put --

" -- 1 nean if it's okay, Captain --
" -- the bliss?"
Ni ght grew easy about their eyes. The vanes swept themtoward the pinhole in the vel vet masking.

"They must have a pretty high tinme of it in the mnes on Tubman," the Muse comented after a
while. "1've been thinking about that, Katin. Wen the captain and ne noseyed down Cold for
bliss, there were sonme characters who tried to get us to sign up for work out there. | started
thi nki ng, you know. a plug is a plug and a socket is a socket, and if I'"mon one end, it shouldn't
make too nmuch difference to ne if there's a star-ship vane, aqualat net, or an ore cutter on the
other. | think I might go out there for a tinme."

"May the shade of Ashton C ark hover over your right shoulder' and guard your left."

"Thanks." After another while he asked, "Katin, why do people always say Ashton C ark whenever
you're going to change jobs? They told us back at Cooper that the guy who invented plugs was
nanmed Socket or sonething.”

"Souquet," Katin said. "Still, he nust have considered it an unfortunate coincidence. Ashton
Clark was a twenty-third-century phil osopher cum psychol ogi st whose work enabl ed VI adi meer Souquet
to devel op his neural plugs. | guess the answer has to do with work. -- Work as manki nd knew it

up until dark and Souquet was a very different thing fromtoday, Muse. A man mght go to an
office and run a conputer that would correlate great masses of figures that came from sal es
reports on how well, let's say, buttons -- or something equally archaic -- were selling over
certain areas of the country. This man's job was vital to the button industry: they had to have
this information to deci de how nany buttons to make next year. But though this man held an
essential job in the button industry, was hired, paid, or fired by the button industry, week in
and week out he might not see a button. He was given a certain anount of noney for running his
conputer; with that noney his w fe bought food and clothes for himand his famly. But there was
no direct connection between where he worked and how he ate and lived the rest of his tinme. He
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wasn't paid with buttons. As farming, hunting, and fishing becanme occupations of a smaller and
smal |l er per cent of the population, this separation between man's work and the way he lived --
what he ate, what he wore, where he slept -- becanme greater and greater for nore people. Ashton
Clark pointed out how psychol ogically damaging this was to humanity. The entire sense of self-
control and self-responsibility that nman acquired during the Neolithic Revol ution when he first

| earned to plant grain and donesticate animals and live in one spot of his own choosing was
seriously threatened. The threat had been com ng since the Industrial Revolution and many peopl e
had pointed it out before Ashton Cark. But Ashton Cl ark went one step further. |If the situation
of a technol ogical society was such that there could be no direct relation between a man's work
and his nodus vivendi, other than noney, at |east he nust feel that he is directly changi ng things
by his work, shaping things, making things that weren't there before, noving things fromone place
to another. He must exert energy in his work and see these changes occur with his own eyes.

O herwi se he would feel his life was futile. Had he lived another hundred years either way,
probably nobody woul d have heard of Ashton C ark today. But technol ogy had reached the point
where it could do sonething about what Ashton O ark was sayinhg. Souquet invented his plugs and
sockets, and neural -response circuits, and the whol e basic technol ogy by which a nachi ne could be
control l ed by direct nervous inpulse, the sane inpul ses that cause your hand or foot to nove. And
there was a revolution in the concept of work. Al major industrial work began to be broken down
into jobs that could be nmachined '"directly' by man. There had been factories run by a single man
bef ore, an uninvol ved character who turned a switch on in the norning, slept half the day, checked
a fewdials at lunchtinme, then turned things off before he left in the evening. Now a man went to
a factory, plugged hinself in, and he could push the raw naterials into the factory with his left
foot, shape thousands on thousands of precise parts with one hand, assenble themw th the other
and shove out a line of finished products with his right foot, having inspected themall with his
own eyes. And he was a nuch nore satisfied worker. Because of its nature, nost work could be
converted into plug-in jobs and done nuch nore efficiently than it had been before. 1In the rare
cases where production was slightly less efficient, Cark pointed out the psychol ogical benefits
to the society. Ashton Cark, it has been said, was the phil osopher who returned hunanity to the

wor ki ng man. Under this system nmuch of the endenic nental illness caused by feelings of
alienation left society. The transformation turned war froma rarity to an inpossibility, and --
after the initial upset -- stabilized the economic web of worlds for the | ast eight hundred years.

Ashton C ark becane the workers' prophet. That's why even today, when a person is going to change
j obs, you send Ashton Clark, or his spirit along with him™"

The Mouse gazed across the stars. "I remenber that sonmetines the gypsies used to curse by him™"
He thought a noment. "Wthout plugs, | guess we would."

"There were factions who resisted Cark's ideas, especially on Earth, which has al ways been a bit
reactionary. But they didn't hold out very long."

"Yeah," the Muuse said. "Only eight hundred years. Not all gypsies are traitors |like ne." But
he | aughed into the w nds.

"The Ashton d ark system has only had one serious drawback that | can see. And it's taken it a
long tine to naterialize.”

"Yeah? What's that?"

"Somet hi ng professors have been telling their students for years, it seems. You'll hear it said
at every intellectual gathering you go to, at |east once. There seens to be a certain |ack of
cultural solidity today. That's what the Vega Republic was trying to establish back in 2800.
Because of the ease and satisfaction with which people can work now, anywhere they want, there
have been such novenents of peoples fromworld to world in the past dozen generations that society
has fragnmented around itself. There is only a gaudy, neretricious interplanetary society which
has no real tradition behind it -- " Katin paused. "I got hold of sonme of Captain's bliss before
| plugged up. And while | was talking |I just counted in ny mind how many people |'ve heard say

t hat between Harvard and Hell3. And you know sonething? | think they're wong."

"They are?"

"They are. They're all just looking for our social traditions in the wong place. There are
cultural traditions that have matured over the centuries, yet culmnate now in sonmething vital and
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solely of today. And you know who enbodies that tradition nore than anyone |'ve net?"
"The captai n?"
"You, Mpuse."
"Huh?"

"You' ve collected the ornanentations a dozen societies have left us over the ages and nade them
i nchoately yours. You're the product of those tensions that clashed in the time of dark and you
resol ve themon your syrynx with patterns emnently of the present -- "

"Aw, cut it out, Katin."

"I'"ve been hunting a subject for nmy book with both historical inmport and humanity as well. You're
it, Mouse. M book should be your biography! It should tell where you' ve been, what you' ve done,
the things you' ve seen, and the things you' ve shown ot her people. There's ny social significance,
my historical sweep, the spark anong the links that illumnates the breadth of the net -- "

"Katin, you're crazy!"

"No I'"'mnot. |'ve finally seen what |'ve -- "
"Hey there, keep your vanes spread taut!"
"Sorry, Captain."”

"Yes, Captain."

"Don't go chattering to the stars if you're going to do it with your eyes closed."

Ruefully the two cyborg studs turned their attention back to the night. The Muse was pensive.
Katin was belligerent.

"There's a star conming up bright and hot. It's the only thing in the sky. Renmenber that. Keep
it smack in front of us and don't let her waver. You can babble about cultural solidity on your
own time."

Wt hout horizon, the star rose.

At twenty tines the distance of Earth fromthe sun (or Ark fromits sun) there was not enough
light froma nedium Gtype star to defract daytinme through an Earth-type atnosphere. At such

di stances, the brightest object in the night would still look |ike a star, not a sun -- a very
bright star.
They were two billion miles, or alittle over twenty solar distances, fromit now.

It was the brightest star.

"A beauty, huh?"

"No, Mouse," Lorq said. "Just a star.'’

"How can you tell --

-- it's going to go nova?"

"Because of the build-up of heavy materials on the surface,” Lorqgq explained to the tw ns.
"There's just the faintest reddening of the absolute color, corresponding to the faintest cooling
in the surface tenperature. There's also a slight speed-up of sunspot activity."

"From the surface of one of her planets, though, there would be no way to tell?"

"That's right. The reddening is far too faint to be detected with the naked eye. Fortunately
this star has no planets. There's sone nmoon-sized junk floating up a bit closer that nmay have
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been a failed attenmpt at a world."

"Moons? "Moons!" Katin objected. "You can't have nobons w thout planets. Planetoids, nmaybe, but
not noons!"”

Lorqg |l aughed. "Moon-sized is all | said.”

n d.]. n

Al'l vanes had been used to swing the Roc into its two billion-mle-radius orbit about the star
Katin lay in his projection chanber, hesitant to release the view of the star for the lights of
his chanber. "What about the study stations the Al kane has set up?"

"They're drifting as lonely as we are. W'Il hear fromthemin due tine. But for now we don't
need them and they don't need us. Cyana has warned themwe're coning. |'Il point themon matrix

noveabl e. There, you can follow their locations and their novenents. That's the najor manned
station. It's fifty tines as far out as we are.”

"Are we within the danger zone when she goes?"
"When that nova starts, that star is going to eat up the sky and everything in it a long way out."
"When does it begin?"

"Days, Cyana predicted. But such predictions have been known to be off by two weeks in either

direction. W'Ill have a few ninutes to clear if she goes. W're about two and a half |ight-hours
fromher now" Al their views canme not by light, but by ethric disturbance, which gave thema
synchronous view of the sun. "W'I|I|l see her start at exactly the instant she goes."

"And the Illyrion?" Sebastian asked. "How we that get?"

"That's my worry," Lorq told him "W'Il get it when the tine conmes to get it. You can all cut
| oose for a while now "

But no one hurried to rel ease cables. Vanes dininished to single lines of light, but only after a
while did two, and two wink off.

Katin and the Muse |lingered | ongest.

"Captai n?" Katin asked after a few mnutes. "I was just wondering. Did the patrol say anything
speci al when you reported Dan's ... accident?"

It was nearly a mnute before Lorq said: "I didn't report it."

"Ch," Katin said. "I didn't really 'think you had."

The Mouse started to say "But" three tines, and didn't.

"Prince has access to all official records com ng through the Draco patrol. At least | assunme he
has; 1've got a conputer scanning all those that conme through the Pleiades. His is certainly
programmed to trace down thoroughly anything that cones in vaguely connected with ne. |[If he
traced down Dan, he'd find a nova. | don't want himto find it that way. 1'd just as soon he
didn't know Dan was dead. As far as | know, the only people who do know are on this ship. | Iike
it that way."

"Captain!"

"What, Muse?"
"There's sonething coning."
"A supply ship for the station?" Katin asked.

"It's intoo far. They're sniffing along after our faery dust."
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Lorg was silent while the strange ship noved across the co-ordinate matrix. "Cut |oose and go
into the commons. 1'Ill join you."

"But, Captain-" The Muse got it out.

"lIt's a seven-vaned cargo ship like this one, only its identification says Draco."
"What's it doing here?"

“Into the commons | said."

Katin read the name of the ship as its identification beamtranslated at the bottom of the grid:
"The Bl ack Cockatoo? Conme on, Muse. Captain says cut |oose."

They unpl ugged, and joined the others at the pool's edge.
At the head of the winding steps, the door rolled up. Lorq stepped out on the shadowed stair.
The Mouse wat ched Von Ray cone down and thought: Captain's tired.

Katin watched Von Ray and Von Ray's reflection on the mirrored nosaic and thought: he noves tired,
but it's the tiredness of an athlete before his second w nd.

Wien Lorg was hal fway down, the light-fantasia in the gilt frane on the far wall cleared.

They started. The Mouse actual |y gasped.

"So," Ruby said. "Nearly atie. O is that fair? You are still ahead. W don't know where you
intend to find the prize. This race goes by starts and stops.” Her blue gaze washed the crew,
lingered on the Mouse, returned to Lorg. "Till last night at Taafite, I'd never felt such pain

Perhaps I've lived a sheltered Iife. But whatever the rules are, handsone Captain," (contenpt
resonated now) "we too have been bred to play."

"Ruby, I want to talk to you ... Lorq's voice faltered. "And Prince. 1In person.”

"I"'mnot sure if Prince wants to talk to you. The time between your |eaving us at the edge of
Gold and our finally struggling to a medico is not one of my -- our pleasantest menories."

"Tell Prince |'mshuttling over to The Bl ack Cockatoo. |'mtired of this horror tale, Ruby.
There are things you want to know fromme. There are things | want to say to you."

Her hand noved nervously to the hair falling on her shoulder. Her dark cloak closed in a high
collar. After a nmonent she said, "Very well." Then she was gone.

Lorg | ooked down at his crew. "You heard. Back on your vanes. Tyy, |'ve watched the way you
swi ng on your strings. You've obviously had nore experience flying than anyone el se here. Take
the captain's sockets. And if anything odd happens -- anything, whether |I'm back or not, take the
Roc out of here, fast."

The Mouse and Katin | ooked at each other, then at Tyy.

Lorq crossed the carpet, nounted the ranp. Hallway over the white arc, he stopped and gazed at
his reflection. Then he spat.

He di sappeared before ripples touched the bank

Exchangi ng puzzl ed | ooks, they broke fromthe pool

Qut er Col onies (Bl ack Cockatoo transit), 3172

On his couch, Katin plugged in and switched on his sensory input outside the ship to find the
others were all there already.
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He watched The Bl ack Cockatoo drift closer to receive the
"Mouse?"

"Yeah, Katin."

"I"'mworried."

" About Captai n?"

" About us."

shuffl e.

The Bl ack Cockat oo, beating vanes on the darkness, turned slowy beside themto match orbits.

"W were drifting, Mouse, you and |, the twins, Tyy and Sebasti an

good people all of us -- but

aim ess. Then an obsessed man snatches us up and carries us out here to the edge of everything.

And we arrive to find his obsession has inposed order on our ainmnl essness;

meani ngful chaos. Wat worries me is that I'mso thankfu

or perhaps a nore

to him | should be rebelling, trying

to assert my own order. But I'mnot. | want himto win his infernal race. |
and until he wins or loses, | can't seriously want anything else for nyself."

want himto wn,

The Bl ack Cockatoo received the shuttle boat |ike a cannon shot in reverse. Wthout the necessity

of maintaining matched orbits, she drifted a ways fromthem

"Good norning."
"Good evening."
"By Greenwich tinme it's norning, Ruby."

"And | do you the politeness of greeting you by Ark tine.
to let himpass into the black corridor

" Ruby?"
"Yes?" Her voice was just behind his left shoul der

"I'"ve al ways wondered sonething, each tine |I've seen you
magni fi cent person you are. But it gleans fromunder the

Kati n wat ched her

dark rotations.

Cone this way." She held back her robe

You' ve shown nme so nmany hints of the

shadow Prince throws.

Years ago, when

we tal ked at that party on the Seine, it struck ne what a challenging person you would be to

| ove. "
"Paris is worlds and worlds away, Lorq."

"Prince controls you. |It's petty of ne, but that's what |

can least forgive him

You' ve never

shown your own will before him Except at Taafite, that once beneath the exhausted sun on the

other world. You thought Prince was dead. | know you remenber it.

since. You kissed ne. But he screaned, and you ran to hi

Pl ei ades Federation. That's all the worlds that circle three hundred suns,

of people. They're nmy worlds. | can't let themdie."

I've thought of little else

m Ruby, he's trying to destroy the

and how many billions

"You woul d topple the colum of Draco and send the Serpent crawling off through the dust to save
Earth and let the fragnents fall into
the night? You would bow the worlds to Draco into epochs of chaos, civil strife, and
deprivation? The worlds of Draco are Prince's worlds. Are you really presunptuous enough to

then? You would pull the econonic support out from under

think he |l oves his |l ess than you | ove yours?”
"What do you | ove, Ruby?"

"You are not the only one with secrets, Lorg. Prince and

strychnine. | wanted to give you a victory kiss. | would have

| have ours. Wien you cane up out of
the burning rocks, yes, | thought Prince was dead. There was a hollow tooth in ny jaw filled with

if Prince had not screaned."”
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"Prince | oves Draco?" He whirled, caught her upper arns, dragged her against him

Her breath surged against his chest. Wth eyes opened their faces struck. He mashed her thin
mouth with his full one till her |ips drew back, and his tongue ground teeth.

Her fingers grappled his rough hair. She made ugly sounds. The nonment his grip relaxed, she was
away, eyes wide; then her lids veiled the blue light till fury w dened them agai n.

"Wl 1 ?"  He was breathing hard.

She drew her cloak around her. "Wen a weapon fails ne once"” -- her voice was hoarse as the
Mouse's -- "I throw it away. O herw se, handsone pirate, you ..."
Did the harshness |lessen? "W would be ... But | have other weapons now. "

The Cockatoo's commons was shall and stark. Two cyborg studs sat on the benches. Another stood
on the steps beside the door to his projection chanmber.

Sharp-featured nmen in white unifornms, they rem nded Lorq of another crew he had worked. On their
shoul ders they wore the scarlet enblemof Red-shift, Ltd. They glanced at Lorg and Ruby. The one
standi ng stepped back into his chanber and the plate door clanged in the high room The other two
got up to go

"WIIl Prince cone down?"

Ruby nodded toward the iron stair. "He'll see you in the captain's cabin."

Lorqg began to clinb. H s sandals clacked on the perforated steps. Ruby followed him
He knocked on the studded door

It swng in, Lorq stepped inside, and a netal and plastic gauntlet on a jointed armtel escoped
fromthe ceiling and struck himacross the face, tw ce.

Lorqg reel ed against the door -- it was covered in leather on the inside and set with brass heads --
so that it slamed.

"That," the corpse announced, "is for manhandling ny sister."

Lorqg rubbed his cheek and | ooked at Ruby. She stood by the jade wall. The draping val ences were
the sane deep wi ne as her cloak

"Do you think | don't watch everything that goes on the ship?" asked the corpse. "You Pleiades
barbari ans are as uncouth as Aaron always said you were."

Bubbl es rose in the tank, caressed the stripped and naked foot, caught and clustered on the
shriveled groin, rolled up the chest-ribs scored between bl ackened flaps of skin -- and fanned
about the burned, bald head. The lipless nmouth gaped on broken teeth. No nose. Tubes and wires
snaked the rotten sockets. Tubes pierced at belly, hip, and shoulder. Fluids swirled in the tank
and the single armdrifted back and forth, charred fingers locked with rigor nortis in a claw.

"Weren't you ever told it was inpolite to stare? You are staring, you know. "
The voice canme froma speaker in the glass wall

"I"'mafraid | sustained a bit nore damage than Ruby back on the other world."
Above the tank two nobile caneras shifted as Lorq stepped fromthe door

"For soneone who owns Red-shift Limited, your turn to match orbits wasn't very ..
did not mask Lorq's astonishnent.

The banality

Cabl es for running the ship were plugged into sockets set on the tank's glass face. The gl ass
itself was part of the wall. The cables coiled over black and gold tiles to disappear into the
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coppery grill covering the conputer face.

On walls, floor, and ceiling, in opulent franmes, ethric disturbance screens all showed the sane
face of night: At the edge of each was the gray shape of the Roc.

Centered on each was the star

"Alas," the corpse said, "I was never the sportsman you were. Still, you wanted to speak to ne.
What do you have to say?"

Again Lorqg | ooked at Ruby. "Il've said nopst of it to Ruby, Prince. You heard it."

"Sonmehow | doubt you'd drag us both out here to the brink of a stellar catastrophe just to tell us
that. [Illyrion, Lorg Von Ray. Neither you nor | have forgotten your nmjor purpose for com ng
here. You will not |leave without telling where you intend to get -- "

The star went nova.
The inevitable is that unprepared for.

In the first second the i nages about them changed frompoints to floodlights. And the floodlights
got brighter.

Ruby backed agai nst the wall, arm across her eyes.

"It's early!"™ the corpse shouted. "It's days early ..

Lorq took three steps across the room yanked two plugs fromthe tank, and fixed themin his
wists. The third plug he twisted into his spinal socket. The play of the ship surged through
him Sensory input came in. His vision of the roomwas overlaid with the night. And night was
catching fire.

Westing control fromthe studs, he swung the Cockatoo around to point her toward the node of
light. The ship plunged forward.

Twin cameras swiveled to focus him
"Lorqg, what are you doing?" Ruby cried.

"Stop him" fromthe corpse. "He's flying us into the sun!" Ruby |eaped at Lorqg, caught him
They turned together, staggered. The chanber and the sun outside fixed on his eyes |ike a double
exposure. She caught up a |l oop of cable, flung it around his neck, twisted it, and began to
strangle him The cabl e housing chewed his neck. He |locked his arm behind her, and pushed his
ot her hand agai nst her face. She grunted, and her head went back (his hand pushed at the center
of the Iight). Her hair slipped, cane |loose; the wig fell fromher burned scalp. She had only
used the nmedico to return health. The cosnetic plasti-skin with which she had restored her face
tore between his fingers. Rubbery filmpulled fromher blotched and holl owed cheek. Lorq
suddenly jerked his hand away. As her ruined face screaned toward himthrough fire, he ripped her
hands from his neck and pushed her away. Ruby went backwards, tripped on her cloak, fell. He
turned just as the mechani cal hand swung down at himfromthe ceiling.

He caught it.
And it had | ess than human strength.

Easily he held it at armis length as the fingers grasped fromthe raging star. "Stop!" he
bell owed. At the sane tinme he willed the sensory input off all over the ship.

The screens went gray.
The sensory input had al ways been clanped off on all six of the ship's cyborg studs.

The fires went out in his eyes.
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"What in heaven are you trying to do, Lorg?"

"Dive into hell and fish Illyrion out with ny bare hands!"

"He's insane!l"™ the corpse shrieked. "Ruby, he's insane! He's killing us, Ruby! That's all he
wants to do, kill us!"

"Yes! I'mkilling you!" Lorqg tossed the hand away. It grasped at the cable hanging fromhis

wist to jerk the plug. Lorq caught the arm again; the ship |urched.
"For CGod's sake, pull us out, Lorqgq!"™ the corpse cried. "Pull us out of here!"

The ship jerked again. The artificial gravity slipped |ong enough for liquid to streak on the
tank face, then bead the glass as gravity righted.

"It's too late," Lorqgq whispered. "W're caught in gravity spin!"

"Why are you doing this?"

"Just to kill you, Prince." Lorq s face raged till laughter spilled it. "That's all, Prince!
That's all | want to do now. "

"l don't want to die again!"™ the corpse shrieked. "I don't want to flash out Iike an insect
burni ng!"

"Fl ash?" Lorq's face twi sted about the scar. "Ch no! [It'll be slow, slower than before. Ten
twenty minutes at least. |It's already getting warm isn't it? But it won't be unbearable for
another five." Below the gold blaze Lorq's face darkened. Spittle flecked his Ilips with each
consonant. "You'll boil in your jar like a fish -- " He stopped to rub his stomach beneath his

vest. He | ooked around the chanber. "What can burn in here? The drapes? |s your desk rea
wood? And all those papers?"

The mechani cal hand yanked from Lorqg's. The arm swung across the room The fingers seized Ruby's
hand. "No, Ruby! Stop him Don't let himkill us!"

"You're in liquid, Prince, so you'll see themafire before you go. Ruby, the places where you're
al ready burned won't be able to sweat. So you'll die first. He'll be able to watch you a few
monents before his own fluids begin to boil, the rubber runs, the plastic nelts -- "

"No!" The hand jerked from Ruby's, swung across the room and smashed into the tank face.
"Crimnal! Thief! Pirate! Mrderer! Mrderer! No -- !'"

The hand was weaker than it had been at Taafite.
So was the gl ass.
The gl ass broke.

Nutrient fluids splashed Lorg as he danced back on flooded sandals. The corpse crunpled in the
tank, netted in tubes and wres.

The caneras swung wildly out of focus.
The hand clattered to the wet tile.

As the fingers stilled, Ruby screaned, and screanmed again. She flung herself across the floor
scranbl ed over the ragged hem of gl ass, caught up the corpse, hugged it to her, kissed it, and
screaned, and kissed it again, rocking back and forth. Her cloak darkened in the puddle.

Then her scream choked. She dropped the body, hurled herself back against the tank wall, and
clutched her neck. Her face flushed deeply beneath burns and w ecked nakeup

She slid slowy down the wall. Her eyes were closed when she reached the bottom

"Ruby ...?" Wether or not she had cut herself clinbing over the glass, it didn't matter. The
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ki ss woul d have done it. So soon after severe burns, even with what the nedico could do, she nust
have been in a hyperallergic state. The alien proteins in Prince's nutrient fluid had entered her
system causing a nmassive histanine reaction. She had succunbed in seconds to anaphyl actic shock

And Lorq | aughed.

It started |like a rearrangenent of boulders in his chest. Then it opened to a full sound, ringing
on the high walls of the flooded chanber. Triunph was | aughable and terrible and his.

He took a deep breath. The ship surged at his fingertips. Still blind, he urged The Bl ack
Cockatoo into the bursting sun.

Somewhere in the ship one of the cyborg studs was crying

Quter Colonies (Roc transit), 3172

"The 'star!" the Muse cried. "She's blown nova!"
Tyy's voi ce shot through the master circuit: "Qut of here we go! Now "
"But the captain!" Katin shouted. "Look at The Bl ack Cockatoo!"

"The Cockatoo, ny CGod, it's -- "

" -- Lord, it's falling toward --

-- falling into the --

" -- the sun!”
"Al'l right, everybody, vanes spread. Katin, | your vanes spread said!"
"My God ..." Katin breathed. "Ch, no ..."

"It too bright is," Tyy decided. "Of sensory we go!"
The Roc began to pull away.

"Ch ny God! They -- they really are, they're really falling! 1It's so bright! They'll die!
They' Il burn up like -- they're falling! ©h, Lord, stop theml Sonebody do sonething! The
captain's on there. You've got to do sonething!"

"Katin!" the Mouse shouted. "Get the hell off sensory! Are you crazy?"

"They're going down! No! |It's like a bright hole in the middle of everything! And they're
falling intoit. Onh, they're falling. They're falling -- "

"Katin!" the Muse shrieked. "Katin, don't look at it!"
"It's growing, it's so bright ... bright ... brighter! | can hardly see them"

"Katin!" Suddenly it came to him and the Mouse cried out: "Don't you renenber Dan? Turn your
sensory input off!"”

"No! No, |I've got to see it! |It's roaring now. |It's shaking the whole night apart! You can
snell it burning, burning up the darkness. | can't see themany nore -- no, there they are!"
"Katin, stop it!" The Muuse tw sted beneath A ga. "Tyy, cut off his input!"

"l can't. | this ship against gravity nust fly. Katin! Of sensory, | you order!"

"Down ... down ... I've lost themagain! | can't see themany nore, The light's turning all red
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now ... | can't -- "
The Mouse felt the ship lurch as Katin's vane suddenly flailed wild.
Then Katin screaned. "I can't see!"” The scream becane a sob. "I can't see anything!"
The Mouse balled up on the couch with his hands over his eyes, shaking.

"Mouse!" Tyy shouted. "Damm it, we one vane have lost. Down you sweep!"

The Mouse swept blindly down. Tears of terror squeezed between his lids as he listened to Katin's
sobs.

The Roc rose fromand The Bl ack Cockatoo fell into it.

And it was nova.

Sprung frompirates, reeling blind in fire, | amcalled pirate, nmurderer, thief.
| bear it.

I will gather ny prizes in a noment and becone the nman who pushed Draco over the edge of tonorrow.
That it was to save the Pl ei ades does not dimnish such a crine. Those with the greatest power
must ultimately comrt the greatest felonies. Here on The Black Cockatoo | ama flanme away from
forever. | told her once that we had not been fit for meaning. Neither for meaningful deaths.
(There is a death whose only neaning is that it was died to defend chaos. And they are dead

) Such lives and deaths preclude significance, keep guilt fromthe nmurderer, elation fromthe
socially beneficent hero. How do other crinminals support their crines? The hollow worlds cast up
their hollow children, raised only to play or fight. |Is that sufficient for winning? | have
struck down one third the cosnbs to raise up another and |l et one nore go staggering; and | feel no
sin on ne. Then it nust be that | amfree and evil. WlIl, then, | amfree, nourning her with ny
| aughter. Mouse, Katin, you who can speak out of the net, which one of you is the blinder for not
havi ng watched ne win under this sun? | can feel fire churn by nme. Like you, dead Dan, | wll
grasp at dawn and evening, but | will win the noon.

Quter Colonies, New Brazillia Il, 3172

Dar kness.
Si | ence.
Not hi ng.

Then t hought shivers:

I think ... therefore I ... | amKatin Crawford? He fought away fromthat. But the thought
was him he was the thought. There was no place in here to anchor

A flicker.

A tinkle.

The scent of caraway.
It was beginning.

No! He clawed back down into darkness. The mind' s ear recalled someone shrieking, "Renenber Dan
" and the nmind s eye pictured the staggering derelict.

Anot her sound, snell, flicker beyond his |ids.

He fought for unconsciousness in terror of the torrent. But terror quickened his heart, and the
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i ncreased pul se drove hi mupward, upward, where the nmagnificence of the dying star lay in wait for
hi m

Sleep was killed in him

He held his breath and opened his eyes -- Pastels pearled before him Hi gh chords rang softly on
one anot her. Then caraway, mnt, sesane, anise -- And behind the colors, a figure.

"Mouse?" Katin whispered, and was surprised how clearly he heard hinself.
The Mouse took his hands fromthe syrynx ..
Col or, snell, and nusic ceased.

"You awake?" The Mouse sat on the window sill, shoulders and the left side of his face |lit with
copper. The sky behind hi mwas purple.

Katin cl osed his eyes, pushed his bead' back into the pillow, and snmiled. The snile got broader
and broader, split over his teeth, and suddenly verged against tears. "Yes." He relaxed, and
opened his eyes again. "Yes. |'mawake." He pushed hinself up. "Were are we? 1Is this the
Al kane's manned station?" But there was |andscape through the w ndow.

The Mouse shoved down fromthe sill. "Mon of a planet called New Brazillia."

Katin got up fromthe hamock and went to the wi ndow. Beyond the atnosphere-trap, over the few

| ow buil dings, a black and gray rock-scape carpeted toward a | unar-close horizon. He pulled in a
cool, ozone-tainted breath, then | ooked back at the Muse. "Wat happened, Muse? Ch, Muse, |

t hought | was going to wake up like.

"Dan caught his on the way into the sun. You caught yours while we were pulling out. Al the
frequenci es were dopplering down the red shift. |It's the ultraviolets that detach retinas and do
things |ike happened to Dan. Tyy finally got a nmonent to shut your sensory input off fromthe
master controls. You really were blind for a while, you know. W got you into the nmedico as soon
as we were safe.”

Katin frowned. "Then what are we doing here? Wat happened then?"

"W stayed out by the manned stations and watched the fireworks froma safe distance. It took a
little over three hours to reach peak intensity. W were talking with the A kane's crew when we
got the captain's signal from The Bl ack Cockatoo. So we scooted on around, picked himup, and |et
all the Cockatoo's cyborg studs | oose.”

"Picked himup! You mean he did get out?"
"Yeah. He's in another room He wants to talk to you."

"He wasn't fooling us about ships going into a nova and coming out the other side?" They started
toward the door.

Qut side they passed down a corridor with a glass wall that | ooked across broken nmoon. Katin had
| ost hinmself in nmarvel ous contenpl ation of the rubble when the Muse said, "Here."

They opened the door,
A crack of light struck in across Lorqg's face. "Wo's there?"
Katin asked, "Captain?"
"\What ?"
"Captain Von Ray?"
Katin?" H's fingers clawed the chair arms. Yellow eyes stared, junped; junped, stared.

"Captain, what ...?" Katin's face furrowed. He fought down panic, forced his face to rel ax.
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"I told Mouse to bring you to see ne when you were up and around. You're ... you're all right.
Good." Agony spread the ruptured flesh, then faltered. And for a nonent there was agony.

Katin stopped breat hing.

"You tried to look too. I'mglad. | always thought you would be the one to understand.”
"You ... fell into the sun, Captain?"

Lor g nodded.

"But how did you get out?"

Lorqg pressed his head against the back of the chair. Dark skin, red hair shot with yellow, his
unf ocused eyes, were the only colors in the room "Wat? GCot out, you say?" He barked a | augh
"lIt's an open secret now. How did | get out?" A nuscle quivered on the wack of his jaw. "A sun
-- " Lorg held up one hand, the fingers curved to support an inmaginary sphere " -- it rotates,
like a world, like sone nobons. Wth sonething the mass of a star, rotation neans incredible
centripetal force pushing out at the equator. At the end of the build-up of heavy materials at
the surface, when the star actually novas, it all falls inward toward the center." H's fingers
began to quiver. "Because of the rotation, the material at the poles falls faster than the
material at the equator.”™ He clutched the armof the chair again. "Wthin seconds after the nova

begi ns you don't have a sphere any nore, but a ..
"A torus!"

Li nes scored Lorq's face. And his head jerked to the side, as if trying to avoid a great light.
Then the scarred |ineanents came back to face them "Did you say torus? A torus? Yes. That sun
became a doughnut with a hole big enough for two Jupiters to fit through, side by side."

"But the Al cane's been studying novas up close for nearly a century! Wy didn't they know?"

"The matter displacenent is all toward the center of the sun. The energy displacement is al
outwards. The gravity shift will funnel everything toward the hole; the energy displacenent keeps
the tenperature as cool inside the hole as the surface of some red giant star -- well under five
hundred degrees.™

Though the roomwas cool, Katin saw sweat starting in the ridges of Lorqg' s forehead.

"The topol ogi cal extension of a torus of that dinension -- the corona which is all the Al kane's
stations can see -- is alnost identical to a sphere. Large as the hole is, conpared to the size

of the energy-ball, that hole would be pretty hard to find unless you knew where it was -- or fel
into it by accident.”" On the chair armthe fingers suddenly stretched, quivered. "The Illyrion --
"You ... you got your Illyrion, Captain?"

Again Lorqg raised his hand before his face, this time in a fist. He tried to focus onit. Wth
his ot her hand he grabbed for it, half nissed, grabbed again, mssed conpletely, then again;
opened fingers grappled the closed ones. The doubled fist shook as with pal sy.

"Seven tons! The only materials dense enough to center in the hole are the trans-three-hundred

elements. Illyrion! It floats free there, for whoever wants to go in and sweep it up. Fly your
ship in, then |l ook around to see where it is, and sweep it up with your projector vanes. It
collects on the nodes of your projectors. Illyrion -- nearly free of inpurities." H s hands cane
apart. "Just ... go on sensory input, and | ook around to see where it is." He lowered his face
"She lay there, her face -- her face an anazing ruin in the center of hell. And | swept ny seven
arns across the blinding day to catch the bits of hell that floated by -- "He raised his head
again. "There's an Illyrion nine down on New Brazillia.

Qut side the wi ndow a nottled planet hung huge in the sky. "They have equi pment here for handling

Illyrion shipnments. But you should have seen their faces when we brought in our seven tons, hey,
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Mouse?" He laughed loudly again. "That's right, Muse? You told nme what they |ooked like, yes?
Mouse?"
"That's right, Captain.”

Lorq nodded, breathed deep. "Katin, Mouse, your job is over. You've got your wal ki ng papers.
Ships | eave here regularly. You shouldn't have any trouble getting on another one."

"Captain," Katin ventured, "what are you going to do?"

"On New Brazillia, there's a home where | spent nuch pleasant tinme when | was a boy. |'m going
back there ... to wait"
"I'sn't there sonething you could do, Captain? | |ooked and -- "

"What ? Speak | ouder."
"l said, I'"'mall and | |ooked!"™ Katin's voice broke.

"You | ooked going away. | | ooked searching the center, The neural distortionis all the way up
into the brain. Neurocongruency." He shook his head. "Muse, Katin, Ashton Cark to you."

"But Captain -- "
"Ashton d ark."

Katin | ooked at the Muse, then back at the captain. The Muse fiddled with the strap of his
sack. Then he | ooked up. After a nonent they turned and left the |lightless room

Qut side they once nore gazed across the nbonscape.
"So," Katin nused. "Von Ray has it and Prince and Ruby don't."
"They're dead," the Mouuse told him "Captain said he killed them"

"Ch." Katin | ooked out on the npbonscape. After a while he said: "Seven tons of Illyrion, and the
bal ance begins to shift. Draco is setting as the Pleiades rises. The Quter Colonies are going to
go through some changes. Bless Ashton Cark that |labor relocation isn't too difficult today.
Still, there are going to be problens. Were' re Lynceos and | das?"

"They' ve already gone. They got a stellar-gramfromtheir brother and they've gone to see him
since they were here in the Quter Col onies."

" Tobi as?"

"That's right."

"Poor twins. Poor triplets. Wen this Illyrion gets out and the change begins ..." Katin
snapped his fingers. "No nore bliss." He |ooked up at the sky, nearly bare of stars. "W're at

a nmonent of history, Muse."

The Mouse scraped wax fromhis ear with his little fingernail. H s earring glittered. "Yeah. |
was thinking that nyself."

"What are you going to do now?"
The Mouse shrugged. "I really don't know. So | asked Tyy to give ne a Tarot reading."
Katin rai sed his eyebrows.

"She and Sebastian are downstairs now. Their pets got |oose around the bar. Scared everybody

half to death and al nost broke up the place.” He laughed harshly. "You should have seen it.
Soon as they get finished calmng down the owner, they're comng up to read ny cards. [|'l]
probably get another job studding. There's not nmuch reason to think about the mnes now" His
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fingers closed on the | eather sack under his arm "There's still a lot to see, alot |I have to
pl ay. Mybe you and ne can stick together a while, get on the sane ship. You' re funny as hel
sonmetimes. But | don't dislike you half as rmuch as | dislike a |lot of other people. What are
your plans?"

"I haven't really had time to think about them" He slipped his hands beneath his belt and
| owered his head.

"What are you doi ng?"

"Thi nki ng. "

"What ?"

"That here | amon a perfectly good noon; |'ve just finished up a job, so | won't have any worries
for a while. Wy not sit down and get sone serious work done on ny novel ?" He | ooked up. "But
you know, Mouse? | don't really knowif | want to wite a book."

"Huh?"

"When | was |ooking at that nova ... no, after it, just before I woke and thought |I'd have to
spend the rest of ny Iife in blinkers, ear and nose plugs, while |I went noisily nuts, | realized
how nuch | hadn't | ooked at, how much | hadn't listened to, snelled, tasted -- how little |I knew

of those basics of life you have literally at your fingertips. And then Captain -- "

"Hell," the Mouse said. Wth his bare foot he toed dust fromhis boot. "You're not going to
wite it after all the work you' ve al ready done?"

"Mouse, I'd like to. But | still don't have a subject. And |I've just gotten prepared to go out
and find one -- Right nowl'mjust a bright guy with a lot to say and nothing to say it about."

"That's a fink-out," the Muse grunted. "What, about the captain and the Roc? And you said you
wanted to wite about ne. kay, go ahead. And wite about you too. Wite about the twins. You
really think they'd sue you? They'd be tickled pink, both of them | want you to wite it,
Katin. | mght not be able to read it, but I'd sure listen if you read it to ne."

"You woul d?"

"Sure. After all you've put intoit this far, if you stopped now, you wouldn't be happy at all."

"Mouse, you tenpt ne. |'ve wanted to do nothing else for years." Then Katin |aughed. "No
Mouse. |'mtoo nmuch the thinker still. This |last voyage of the Roc? |'mtoo aware of all the
archetypical patterns it follows. | can see nyself now, turning it into sone allegorical G ai

quest. That's the only way |I could deal with it, hiding all sorts of mystic synbolismin it.
Remenber all those witers who died before they finished their Grail recountings?"

"Aw, Katin, that's a |l ot of nonsense. You've got to wite it!"

"Nonsense like the Tarot? No, Muse. 1'd fear for ny life with such an undertaking.” Again he
| ooked over the | andscape. The noon, so known to him for a nonent put himat peace with all the
unknown beyond. "I want to. | really do. But |I'd be fighting a dozen jinxes fromthe start,

Mouse. Maybe | could. But | don't think so. The only way to protect myself fromthe jinx, |
guess, would be to abandon it before I finish the |ast

At hens, June '66 -- New York, My '67
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