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JOHN VARLEY
In the Bow

John Varley is fromTexas. He lived in California nost of his adult |life and now nmakes his hone in
Oregon with his famly. He started witing science fiction in 1973, is thirty years old, and one
of the nost interesting of the newer witers. A |arge nunber of people have been predicting great
things for John Varley. He has the narrative gift which is to say that it is inpossible to start
readi ng hi mwi thout getting caught up in the action behind his words. This, by itself, has al ways
been an ability nmuch prized anong story tellers. But John Varley has sonething el se. Hi s thinking
is the thinking of the seventies; and the ideas, the thenes and concepts of his stories are those
of the 1970's. "In the Bowl "-the story by himthat follows-is a thematic story, but in typica

Varl ey fashion, it is a thematic story that will pick you up by the ears and carry you away.

Never buy anything at a secondhand organ bank. And while |I'm handing out good advice, don't outfit
yourself for a trip to Venus until you get to Venus.

I wish | had waited. But while shopping around at Coprates a few weeks before ny vacation, |
happened on this little shop and was talked into an infraeye at a very good price. What | should
have asked mysel f was what was an infraeye doing on Mars in the first place?

Thi nk about it. No one wears themon Mars. If you want to see at night, it's nuch cheaper to buy a
snooper scope. That way you can take the damm thing off when the sun conmes up. So this eye nust
have conme back with a tourist from Venus. And there's no telling howlong it sat there in the vat
until this sweet-talking old guy gave ne his line about how it belonged to a nice little old
school t eacher who never . . . ah, well. You've probably heard it before

If only the damm thi ng had gone on the blink before |I |eft Venusburg. You know Venusburg: town of
steany swanps and sl eazy hotels where you can get nugged

as you wal k down the public streets, lose a fortune at the gam ng tables, buy any pleasure in the
known uni verse, hunt the prehistoric nonsters that wallow in the fetid marshes that are . just a
swanpbuggy ride out of town. You do? Then you should know that after hours -when they turn all the
hol os of f and the place reverts to an ordinary cluster of silvery dones sitting in darkness and

ei ght hundred degree tenperature and pressure enough to give you a sinus headache just thinking
about it, when they shut off all the tourist razzle-dazzle -it's no trouble to find your way to
one of the rental agencies around the spaceport and get nedicanical work done. They'l| accept
Martian noney. Your Solar Express Card is honored. Just walk right in, no waiting.

However

I had caught the daily blinp out of Venusburg just hours after | touched down, happy as a clam ny
i nfraeye working beautifully. By the time | landed in Cui-Cui Town, | was having nmy first inklings
of trouble. Barely enough to notice; just the faintest hazing in the right-side peripheral vision

I shrugged it off. | had only three hours in Cui-Cui before the blinp left for Last Chance. |
wanted to |l ook around. | had no intention of wasting ny few hours in a body shop getting ny eye
fixed. If it was still acting up at Last Chance, then |I'd see about it.

Cui-Cui was nore to ny liking than Venusburg. There was not such a cast-of-thousands feeling
there. On the streets of Venusburg the chances are about ten to one against neeting a real human
bei ng; everyone else is a holo put there to spice up the inmage and help the streets | ook not quite
so enpty. | quickly tired of toot-suited pinps that | could see right through trying to sell ne
boys and girls of all ages. What's the point? Just try to touch one of those beautiful people.

In Cui-Cui the ratio was closer to fifty-fifty. And the thenme was not decadent corruption, but
struggling frontier. The streets were very convincing nmud, and the wooden storefronts were
tastefully done. | didn't care for the eight-legged dragons with eyestal ks that constantly

| unbered through the place, but | understand

they are a nenorial to the fell ow who naned the town That's all right, but | doubt if he would
have |i ked to have one of the damm things wal k through himlike a twelve-ton tank nmade of pixie
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| barely had tine to get ny feet "wet" in the "puddl es" before the blinp was ready to go again.
And the eye trouble had cleared up. So | was off to Last Chance.

I shoul d have taken a cue fromthe name of the town. And | had every opportunity to do so. Wile
there, | made ny | ast purchase of supplies for the bush. | was going out where there were no air
stations on every corner, and so | decided | could use a tagal ong.

Maybe you' ve never seen one. They're nodern science's answer to the backpack. Or naybe to the nule
train, though in operation you're sure to be rem nded of the safari bearers in old novies,
trudgi ng stolidly along behind the Wite Hunter with bales of supplies on their heads. The thing
is a pair of metal |legs exactly as long as your legs, with equipnent on the top and an unbilica
cord attaching the contraption to your |ower spine. What it does is provide you with the
capability of living on the surface for four weeks instead of the five days you get from your
Venus- 1 ung

The nedi co who sold nme mine had ne | aying right there on his table with ny back laid open so he
could install the tubes that carry air fromthe tanks in the tagalong into ny Venus-lung. It was a
gol den opportunity to ask himto check the eye. He probably woul d have, because while he was
hooki ng nme up he inspected and tested nmy |lung and charged me nothing. He wanted to know where
bought it, and | told him Mars. He clucked, and said it seened all right: He warned nme not to ever
let the level of oxygen in the lung get too low, to always charge it up before | left a pressure
dome, even if | was only going out for a few mnutes. | assured himthat | knew all that and woul d
be careful. So he connected the nerves into a netal socket in the small of ny back and plugged the
tagalong into it. He tested it several ways and said the job was done.

And | didn't ask himto ook at the eye. | just wasn't thinking about the eye then. 1'd not even
gone out on the surface yet. So I'd no real occasion to see it in action. Ch, things | ooked a
little different, even in visible light. There were different colors and very few shadows, and the
imge | got out of the infraeye was fuzzier than the one fromthe other eye. | could cl ose one
eye, then the other, and see a real difference. But | wasn't thinking about it.

So | boarded the blinp the next day for the weekly scheduled flight to Lodestone, a conpany nmining
town close to the Fahrenheit Desert. Though how they were able to distinguish a desert from
anything el se on Venus was still a nystery to ne. | was enraged to find that, though the blinp
left half-loaded, | had to pay two fares: one for ne, and one for ny tagalong. | thought briefly
of carrying the damm thing in ny lap but gave it up after a ten-nminute experinent in the depot. It
was full of sharp edges and poking angles, and the trip was going to be a long one. So | paid. But
the extra expense had knocked a large hole in ny budget.

From Cui - Cui the steps got closer together and harder to reach. CuiCui is two thousand kil oneters
from Venusburg, and it's another thousand to Lodestone. After that the passenger service is

spotty. | did find out how Venusi ans defined a desert, though. A desert is a place not yet

i nhabi ted by human beings. So long as | was still able to board a scheduled blinp, I wasn't there
yet.

The blinps played out on me in a little place called Prosperity. Popul ation seventy-five humans
and one otter. | thought the otter was a holo playing in the pool in the town square. The pl ace
didn't | ook prosperous enough to afford a real pool like that with real water. But it was. It was
a transient town catering to prospectors. | understand that a town |ike that can vani sh overni ght

if the prospectors nove on. The owners of the shops just pack up and haul the whol e thing away.
The ratio of the things you see in a frontier town to what really is there is something like a
hundred to one.

| learned with considerable relief that the only blinps | could catch out of Prosperity were
headed in the direction | had cone from There was nothing at all going the other way. | was happy
to hear that and felt it was only a matter of chartering a ride into the desert. Then ny eye faded
out entirely.

I remenber feeling annoyed; no, nmore than annoyed. | was really angry. But | was still viewing it
as a nui sance rather than a disaster. It was going to be a matter of sonme lost time and sone

file:/lIG|/rah/John%20Varley%20-%20In%20The%20Bowl.txt (2 of 21) [2/14/2004 12:22:46 AM]



file://1G)/rah/John%20V arley%620-%201n%20T he%620B owl .txt
wast ed noney.

I quickly |l earned otherwise. | asked the ticket seller (this was in a sal oon-drugstore-arcade;
there was no depot in Prosperity) where | could find soneone who'd sell and install an infraeye.
He | aughed at ne.

"Not out here you won't, brother," he said. "Never have had anything |ike that out here. Used to
be a medico in Ellsworth, three stops back on the local blinp, but she noved back to Venusburg a
year ago. Nearest thing nowis in Last Chance."

I was stunned. | knew | was heading out for the dead | ands, but it had never occurred to ne that
any place would be | acking in sonething so basic as a nedi co. Wiy, you might as well not sell food
or air as not sell nedicanical services. People mght actually die out here. | wondered if the

pl anetary governnment knew about this disgusting situation

Whet her they did or not, | realized that an incensed letter to themwuld do me no good. | was in
a bind. Adding quickly in nmy head, | soon discovered that the cost of flying back to Last Chance
and buying a new eye would | eave ne w t hout enough noney to return to Prosperity and still make it

back to Venusburg. My entire vacati on was about to be ruined just because | tried to cut sone
comers buying a used eye.

"What's the matter with the eye?" the nan asked ne.

"Huh? Ch, | don't know. | nean, it's just stopped working. I'mblind init, that's what's wong."
| grasped at a straw, seeing the way he was studying ny eye.

"Say, you don't know anything about it, do you?"

He shook his head and smled ruefully at ne. "Naw, Just a little here and there. | was thinking if
it was the
nmuscl es that was giving you trouble, bad tracking or sonmething |like that-"

"No. No vision at all."

"Too bad. Sounds like a shot nerve to nme. | wouldn't try to fool around with that. I'mjust a
tinkerer." He clucked his tongue sympathetically. "You want that ticket back to Last Chance?"

I didn't know what | wanted just then. | had planned this trip for two years. | al nost bought the
ticket, then thought what the hell. | was here, and | should at |east | ook around before deciding
what to do. Maybe there was sonmeone here who could help me. | turned back to ask the clerk if he
knew anyone, but he answered before | got it out.

"I don't want to raise your hopes too nuch," he said, rubbing his chin with a broad hand. "Like
say, it's not for sure, but---2'

"Yes, what is it?"

"Well, there's a kid lives around here who's pretty crazy about nmedico stuff. A ways tinkering
around, doing odd jobs for people, fixing herself up; you know the type. The trouble is she's
pretty loose in her ways. You m ght end up worse when she's through with you than when you
started."

"l don't see how," | said. "It's not working at all; what could she do to nake it any worse?"

He shrugged. "It's your funeral. You can, probably find her hanging around the square. If she's
not there, check the bars. Her nane's Enmber. She's got a pet otter that's always with her. But
you'll know her when you see her."

Fi ndi ng Enber was no problem | sinply backtracked to the square and there she was, sitting on the
stone rimof the fountain. She was trailing her toes in the water. Her otter was playing on a
smal |l waterslide, |ooking immensely pleased to have found the only open body of water within a

t housand kil onet ers.

"Are you Enber?" | asked, sitting down beside her
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She | ooked up at ne with that unsettling stare a Venusian can inflict on a foreigner. It cones of
havi ng one blue or brown eye and one that is all red, with

no white. T | ooked that way nyself, but | didn't have to ook at it.
"What if | anP" '

Her apparent age was about ten or eleven. Intuitively, | felt that it was probably very close to
her actual age. Since she was supposed to be handy at nedicanics, | could have been wong. She had
done some work on herself, but of course there was no way of telling how extensive it m ght have
been. Mstly it seened to be cosmetic. She had no hair on her head. She had replaced it with a
peacock fan of feathers that kept falling into her eyes. Her scalp skin had been transplanted to
her |l ower |egs and forearms, and the hair there was |ong, blonde, and flowing. Fromthe contours
of her face | was sure that her skull was a nmass of file marks and bone putty from where she'd
fixed the understnoture to reflect the face she wished to wear.

"I was told that you know a little nedicanics. You see, this eye has"

She snorted. "I don't know who woul d have told you that. | know a hell of a |ot about nedicine.
I"mnot just a backyard tinkerer. Cone on, Malibu."

She started to get up, and the otter |ooked back and forth between us. | don't think he was ready
to | eave the pool

"WAit a minute. I'msorry if | hurt your feelings. Wthout know ng anything about you I'Il admt
that you must know nore about it than anyone else in town."

She sat back down, finally had to grin at ne.

"So you're in a spot, right? It's me or no one. Let nme guess: you're here on vacation, that's
obvious. And either tine or noney is preventing you from going back to Last Chance for
prof essional work." She | ooked ne up and down. "l'd say it was noney."

"You hit it. WIIl you help ne?"

"That depends." She nobved closer and squinted into ny infraeye. She put her hands on ny cheeks to
hol d ny head steady. There was nowhere for nme to | ook but her face. There were no scars visible on
her; at

| east she was that good. Her upper canines were about five mllineters |longer than the rest of her
teeth.

"Hold still. Where'd you get this?"
"Mars. "

"Thought so. It's a G oom Piercer, nmade by Northern Bio. Cheap nodel; they peddle 'emnostly to
tourists. Maybe ten, twelve years old."

"Is it the nerve? The guy | talked to-"

"Nope." She | eaned back and resuned splashing her feet in the water. "Retina. The right side is
detached, and it's fl opped down over the fovea. Probably wasn't put on very tight in the first
pl ace. They don't make those things to | ast nore than a year."

| sighed and sl apped ny knees with ny palns. | stood up, held out nmy hand to her
"Well, | guess that's that. Thanks for your help."
She was surprised. "Were you goi ng?"

"Back to Last Chance, then to Mars to sue a certain organ bank. There are |laws for this sort of
thing on Mars."
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"Here, too. But why go back? I'Il fix it for you."

We were in her workshop, which doubled as her bedroom and kitchen. It was just a sinple dome

wi thout a single holo. It was refreshing after the ranch-style houses that seenmed to be the rage
in Prosperity. | don't wish to sound chauvinistic, and | realize that Venusians need sonme sort of
visual stimulation, living as they do in a cloud-covered desert. Still, the enphasis on illusion
there was never to ny liking. Enber lived next door to a man who lived in a perfect replica of the
Pal ace at Versailles. She told ne that when he shut his holo generators off the residue of his
real possessions would have fit in a knapsack. Including the hol o generator.

"What brings you to Venus?"
"Tourism™"

She | ooked at me out of the corner of her eye as she swabbed ny face with nerve deadener. | was
stretched out on the floor, since there was no furniture in the roomexcept a few work tabl es.

"All fight. But we don't get many tourists this far out. If it's none of ny business, just say
so. "

"I't's none of your business."

She sat up. "Fine. Fix your own eye." She waited with a half snmile on her face. | eventually had
to smle, too. She went back to work, selecting a spoon-shaped tool from a haphazard pile at her
knees.

"I'"'man anmateur geol ogi st. Rock hound, actually. | work in an office, and weekends | get out in
the country and hi ke around. The rocks are an excuse to get ne out there, | guess."

She popped the eye out of its socket and reached in with one finger to deftly unhook the netal
connection along the optic nerve. She held the eyeball up to the light and peered into the |ens.

"You can get up now. Pour some of this stuff into the socket and squint down on it." | did as she
asked and foll owed her to the workbench.

She sat on a stool and exam ned the eye nore closely. Then she stuck a syringe into it and drained
out the aqueous hunor, leaving the orb looking like a turtle egg that's dried in the sun. She
sliced it open and started probing carefully. The long hairs on her forearns kept getting in the
way. So she paused and tied them back with rubber bands.

"Rock hound," she nused. "You nust be here to get a look at the blast jewels."

"Right. Like | said, I'"'mstrictly a small-time geol ogist. But | read about them and saw one once
in a jeweler's shop in Phobos. So | saved up and cane to Venus to try: and find one of ny own."

"That should be no problem Easiest gens to find in the known universe. Too bad. People out here
were hoping they could get rich off them" She shrugged. "Not that there's not sone nobney to be
made of f them Just not the fortune everybody was hoping for. Funny; they're as rare as di anonds
used to be, and to make it even better, they don't duplicate in the | ab the way di anobnds do. Ch, |
guess they could nake 'em but it's way too nuch trouble." She was using a tiny device to

staple the detached retina back onto the rear surface of the eye.

"Go on."
"Huh?"
"Why can't they make themin the | ab?"

She | aughed. "You are an amateur geologist. Like | said, they could, but it'd cost too nuch.
They're a blend of a lot of different elenents. Alot of aluminum | think. That's what makes
rubies red, right?"

"Yes."
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"It's the other inpurities that make them so pretty. And you have to nake themin high pressure
and heat, and they're so unstable that they usually bl ow before you've got the right nix. So it's
cheaper to . go out and pick '"emup."

"And the only place to pick themup is in the mddl e of the Fahrenheit Desert."

"Right." She seened to be finished with her stapling. She straightened up to survey her work with
a critical eye. She frowned, then sealed up the incision she had nade and punped the Iiquid back
in. She nounted it in a caliper and ained a |laser at it, then shook her head when she read sone
figures on a readout by the |aser.

"I't's working," she said. "But you really got a lenon. The iris is out of true. It's an ellipse,
about .24 eccentric. It's going to get worse. See that brown discoloration on the |eft side?
That's progressive decay in the nuscle tissue, poisons accunulating init. And you' re a dead cinch
for cataracts in about four nonths."

I couldn't see what she was tal king about, but | pursed my lips as if | did.

"But will it last that |ong?"

She snirked at ne. "Are you looking for a six-nmonth warranty? Sorry, |'mnot a nenber of the VMA
But if it isn't legally binding, | guess |I'd feel safe in saying it ought to last that | ong.
Maybe. "

"You sure go out on a linb, don't you?"

"It's good practice. W future nedicos nust always be on the alert for malpractice suits. Lean
over here and I'Il put it in."

"What | was wondering," | said, as she hooked it up

and eased- -it -back into the socket, "is whether I'd be
safe going out in the desert for four weeks with this eye."

"No," she said pronptly, and | felt a great weight of disappointnent. "Nor with any eye," she
qui ckly added. "Not if you're going alone."

"l see. But you think the eye would hold up?"

"Ch, sure. But you wouldn't. That's why you're going to take ne up on my astounding offer and |et
me be your guide through the desert."

I snorted. "You think so? Sorry, this is going to be a solo expedition. | planned it that way from
the first. That's what | go out rock hunting for in the first place: to be alone.” | dug ny credit
meter out of my pouch. :: "Now, how nmuch do | owe you?"

She wasn't listening but was resting her chin on her palmand | ooking wi stful

"He goes out so he can be alone, did you hear that, Mlibu?" The otter |ooked up at her fromhis
pl ace on the floor. "Now take ne, for instance. Me, | know what being alone is all about. It's the
crowds and big 4 cities | crave. Right, old buddy?" The otter kept |ooking ,, at her, obviously
ready to agree to anything.

"l suppose so," | said. "Whuld a hundred be all right?" That was about half what a registered
medi co A woul d have charged ne, but like | said, | was running short.

"You're not going to let nme be your guide? Fina
wor d?"
a

"No. Final. Listen, it's not you, it's just " ]
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"I know. You want to be alone. No charge. Cone on, Malibu." She got up and headed for the door. 4
Then she turned around.

"I'"ll be seeing you," she said, and wi nked at ne.

It didn't take ne too long to understand what the e wi nk had been all about. | can see the obvious
on the 1 third or fourth go-around

The fact was that Prosperity was considerably be- R nused to have a tourist inits mdst. There
wasn't a rental agency or hotel in the entire town. | had thought of that but hadn't figured it
woul d be too hard to find .~ sonmeone willing to rent his private skycycle if the price

was right. 1'd been saving out a large chunk of cash for the purpose of neeting extortionate
demands in that departnent. | felt sure the locals would be only too willing to soak a tourist.

But they weren't taking. Just about everyone had a skycycle, and absolutely everyone who had one
was uninterested in renting it. They were a necessity to anyone who worked out of town, which
everyone did, and they were hard to get. Freight schedul es were as spotty as the passenger
service. And every person who turned nme down had a hel pful suggestion to make. As | say, after the
fourth or fifth such suggestion | found nyself back in the town square. She was sitting just as
she had been the first tinme, trailing her feet in the water. Mlibu never seened to tire of the
wat er sl i de

"Yes," she said, without |ooking up. "It so happens that | do have a skycycle for rent."
| was exasperated, but | had to cover it up. She had nme over the proverbial barrel

"Do you al ways hang around here?" | asked. "People tell ne to see you about a skycycle and tell me
to | ook here, alnost |like you and this fountain are a hyphenated word. \Wat el se do you do?"

She fixed me with a haughty glare. "I repair eyes for dunb tourists. | also do body work for
everyone in town at only twice what it would cost themin Last Chance. And | do it damm well, too,
t hough those rubes'd be the last to adnmit it. No doubt M. Lamara at the ticket station told you
scandal ous lies about ny skills. They resent it because |I'mtaking advantage of the cost and tine
it would take themto get to Last Chance and pay nerely inflated prices, instead of the outrageous
ones | charge them"

I had to smle, though | was sure | was about to becone the object of some outrageous prices
mysel f. She was a shrewd operator.

"How ol d are you?" | found nyself asking, then alnmost bit ny tongue. The last thing a proud and
i ndependent child likes to discuss is age. But she surprised ne.

"I'n mere chronol ogical time, eleven Earth years.

That's just over six of your years. In real, internal tine, of course, |I'm ageless."

"OfF course. Now about that cycle.

"Of course. But | evaded your earlier question. What | do besides sit here is irrelevant, because
while sitting here | amengaged in contenplating eternity. I'mdiving into ny navel, hoping to

| earn the true depth of the wonb. In short, |I'mdoing ny yoga exercises." She | ooked thoughtfully
out over the water to her pet. "Besides, it's the only pool in a thousand kil oneters." She grinned

at nme and dived fiat over the water. She cut it like a knife blade and torpedoed out to her otter,
who set up a happy racket of barks.

When she surfaced near the niddle of the pool, out by the jets and falls, | called to her
"What about the cycle?"

She cupped her ear, though she was only about fifteen neters away.

"1 said what about the cycle?"

"l can't hear you," she nouthed. "You'll have to cone out here."
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| stepped into the pool, grunbling to nyself. | could see that her price included nore than just
noney.
"I can't swm" | warned.

"Don't worry, it won't get nuch deeper than that." It was up to ny chest. | sloshed out until |
was on tiptoe, then grabbed at a jutting curlicue on the fountain. | hauled nyself up and sat on
the wet Venusian marble with water trickling down ny |egs.

Ember was sitting at the bottomof the waterslide, thrashing her feet in the water. She was

| eaning flat against the smooth rock. The water that sheeted over the rock nade a bow wave at the
crown of her head. Beads of water ran off her head feathers. Once again she nmade ne smle. If
charm coul d be sold, she could have been weal thy. What am | tal ki ng about? Nobody ever sells

anything but charm in one way or another. | got a grip on nmyself before she tried to sell nme the
north and south poles. Inno tinme at all | was able to see her as an avaricious, cunning little
guttersni pe agai n.

"One billion Solar Marks per hour, not a penny less," she said fromthat sweet little nouth.

There was no point in negotiating froman offer |ike that.

"You brought nme out here to hear that? |'mreally disappointed in you. | didn't take you for a
tease, | 'really didn't. | thought we could do business. [-"
"Well, if that offer isn't satisfactory, try this one. Free of charge, except for oxygen and food

and water." She waited, threshing the water with her feet.

O course there would be sonme teeth in that. In an intuitive leap of truly cosmc scale, a surm se

worthy of an Einstein, | saw the string. She saw ne nake that |leap, knew | didn't |ike where | had
| anded, and her teeth flashed at ne. So once again, and not for the last tine, | had to either
strangle her or snile at her. | smled. |I don't know how, but she had this knack of making her

opponents |like her even as she screwed them

"Are you a believer in love at first sight?" | asked her, hoping to throw her off guard. Not a
chance.

"Maudl in wi shful thinking, at best," she said. "You have not bow ed me over, Mster-"
"Ki ku. "

"Ni ce. Martian nanme?"

"l suppose so. | never really thought of it. I"'mnot rich, Enmber."

"Certainly not. You wouldn't have put yourself in ny hands if you were."

"Then why are you so attracted to nme? Wiy are you so determined to go with nme, when all | want
fromyou is to rent your cycle? If | was that charm ng, | would have noticed it by now "
"Ch, | don't know," she said, with one eyebrow clinmbing up her forehead. "There's sonethi ng about

you that | find absolutely fascinating. Irresistible, even." She pretended to swoon.
"Want to tell ne what it is?"

She shook her head "Let that be ny little secret for now "

I was beginning to suspect she was attracted to me

by the shape of ny neck-so she could sink her teeth into it and drain ny blood. |I decided to |et
it lie. Hopefully she'd tell nme nore in the days ahead. Because it |ooked |like there would be days
together, many of them

"When can you be ready to | eave?"
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"l packed right after | fixed your eye. Let's get going."
Venus is spooky. | thought and thought, and that's the best way | can describe it.

It's spooky partly because of the way you see it. Your right eye-the one that sees what's called
visible light--shows you only a snmall circle of light that's illum nated by your hand torch
Cccasionally there's a glowing spot of nolten netal in the distance, but it's far too dimto see
by. Your infraeye pierces those shadows and gives you a blurry picture of what |lies outside the
torchlight, but |I would have al nost rather been blind.

There's no good way to describe how this dichotony affects your mnd. One eye tells you that
everyt hing beyond a certain point is shadowy, while the other shows you what's in those shadows.
Enber says that after a while your brain can blend the two pictures as easily as it does for

bi nocul ar vision. | never reached that point. The whole tinme | was there | was trying to reconcile
the two pictures.

I don't like standing in the bottomof a bow a thousand kilometers wi de. That's what you see. No
matter how high you clinb or how far you go, you're still standing in the bottomof that bow . It
has something to do with the bending of the |light rays by the thick atnosphere, if | understand
Ember correctly.

Then there's the sun. When | was there it was night tinme, which neans that the sun was a squashed
el li pse hanging just above the horizon in the east, where it had set weeks and weeks ago. Don't

ask ne to explainit. Al I knowis that the sun never sets on Venus. Never, no matter where you
are. It just gets flatter and flatter and wider and wider until it oozes around to the north
or south, depending on where you are;- becomng a flat, bright line of light until it begins

pulling itself back together in the west, where it's going to rise in a few weeks

Enber says that at the equator it beconmes a conplete circle for a split second when it's actually
directly underfoot. Like the lights of a terrific stadium All this happens up at the rimof the
bow you're standing in, about ten degrees above the theoretical horizon. It's another refraction
effect.

You don't see it in your left eye. Like | said, the clouds keep out virtually all of the visible
light. It's in your right eye. The color is what | got to think of as infrabl ue.

It's quiet. You begin to miss the sound of your own breathing, and if you think about that too
much, you begin to wonder why you aren't breathing. You know, of course, except the hindbrain,
which never likes it at all. It doesn't matter to the automatic nervous systemthat your Venus-
lung is dribbling oxygen directly into your bloodstream those circuits aren't nmade to understand
things; they are prinmtive and very wary of inprovenents. So | was plagued by a feeling of
suffocation, which was nmy nedulla getting even with ne, | guess.

| was al so pretty nervous about the tenperature and pressure. Silly, | know. Mars would kill e
just as dead without a suit, and do it nore slowy and painfully into the bargain. If ny suit.
failed here, | doubt if I'd have felt anything. It was just the thought of that incredible
pressure being held one nmillinmeter away fromny fragile skin by a force field that, physically
speaking, isn't even there. O so Enmber told me. She might have been trying to get ny goat.
mean, lines of nagnetic force have no physical reality, but they're there, aren't they?

I kept nmy mind off it. Enber was there and she knew about such things

What she coul dn't adequately explain to nme was why a skycycle didn't have a notor. | thought about
that a lot, sitting on the saddl e and pedaling ny ass

off with ,. nothing to | ook at but Enber's silver-plated buttocks.

She had a tandem cycle, which neant four seats; two for us and two for our tagalongs. | sat behind
Enmber, and the tagal ongs sat in tw seats off to our right. Since they aped our |eg movenents with
exactly the sane force we applied, what we had was a four human power cycle.

"I can't figure out for the life of me," | said on our first day out, "what woul d have been so
hard about nounting an engine on this thing and using sone of the surplus power from our packs."
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"Not hi ng hard about it, lazy," she said, wthout turning around. "Take ny advice as a fledgling
medi co; this is much better for you. If you use the nuscles you're wearing, they'Il last you a |ot
longer. It makes you feel healthier and keeps you out of the clutches of noney-grubbi ng nedicos.
know. Half my work is excising fat fromfl abby behi nds and di ggi ng vari cose veins out of |egs.
Even out here, people don't get more than twenty years' use of their |legs before they' re ready for
a trade-in. That's pure waste."

"I think | should have had a trade-in before we left. I'mabout done in. Can't we call it a day?"

She tut-tutted, but touched a control and began spilling hot gas fromthe balloon over our heads.
The steering vanes sticking out at our sides tilted, and we started a slow spiral to the ground.

We | anded at the bottom of the bow -ny first experience with it, since all ny other views of Venus
had been fromthe air where it isn't so noticeable. | stood |ooking at it and scratching ny head
whil e Enber turned on the tent and turned off the balloon

The Venusians use null fields for just about everything. Rather than try to cope with a technol ogy
that nust stand up to the tenperature and pressure extrenmes, they coat everything in a null field
and let it go at that. The balloon on the cycle was nothing but a standard globular field with a
discontinuity at the bottomfor the air heater. The cycle body was protected with the same ki nd of
field that Ember and

wore, the kind that follows the surface at a set distance. The tent was a hem spherical field with
a fiat floor. '

It simplified a ot of things. Airlocks, for instance. Wat we did was to sinply walk into the
tent. Qur suit fields vanished as they were absorbed into the tent field. To | eave one need nerely
wal k through the wall again, and the suit would form around you

I pl opped nyself down on the floor and tried to turn my hand torch off. To ny surprise, | found
that it wasn't built to turn off. Ember turned on the campfire and noticed ny puzzl enent.

"Yes, it is wasteful," she conceded. "There's sonething in a Venusian that hates to turn out a

light. You won't find a light switch on the entire planet. You may not believe this, but | was

shocked silly a few years ago when | heard about |ight switches. The idea had never occurred to
me. See what a provincial | anP"

That didn't sound like her. | searched her face for clues to what had brought on such a statenent,
but I could find nothing. She was sitting in front of the canpfire with Mlibu on her | ap,
preeni ng her feathers.

| gestured at the fire, which was a beautifully executed hol o of snapping, crackling logs with a
heater concealed in the center of it.

"I'sn't that an uncharacteristic touch? Wiy didn't you bring a fancy house, like the ones in town?"
"I like the fire. | don't |ike phony houses."
"Wy not ?"

She shrugged. She was thinking of other things. | tried another tack
"Does your nother mind you going into the desert with strangers?"
She shot ne a look | couldn't read.

"How should I know? | don't live with her. |I'menancipated. | think she's in Venusburg." | had
obvi ously touched a tender area, so | went cautiously.

"Personality conflicts?"
She shrugged again, not wanting to get into it.

"No. Well, yes, in a way. She wouldn't em grate
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fromVenus.- | wanted to | eave and she wanted to stay. Qur interests didn't coincide. So we went
our own ways. |'mworking nmy way toward passage off-planet."

"How cl ose are you?"

"Closer than you might think." She- seemed to be wei ghing sonmething in her mind, sizing me up. |
could hear the gears grind and the cash register bells cling as she studied ny face. Then | felt
‘the charmstart up again, like the flicking of one of those nonexistent |ight switches.

"See, I'mas close as |'ve ever been to getting off Venus. In a few weeks, 1'll be there. As soon
as we get back with sone blast jewels. Because you're going to adopt ne."

I think I was getting used to her. | wasn't rocked by that, though it was nothing |ike what | had
expected to hear. | had been thinking vaguely along the Iines of blast jewels. She picks sone up
along with ne, sells them and buys a ticket off-planet, right?

That was silly, of course. She didn't need ne to get blast jewels. She was the guide, not |, and
it was her cycle. She could get as many jewel s as she wanted, and probably already had. This
schene had to have sonething to do with ne, personally, as |I had known back in town and forgotten
about. There was sonething she wanted from ne.

"That's why you had to go with nme? That's the fatal attraction? | don't understand."”

"Your passport. I'min love with your passport. On the blank | abeled “citizenship' it says ~Mars.
Under age it says, oh . . . about seventy-three." She was within a year, though | keep ny
appearance at about thirty.

"$0?"

"So, ny dear Kiku, you are visiting a planet which is groping its way into the stone age. A

medi eval planet, M. Kiku, that sets the age of majority at thirteen-a capricious and arbitrary
figure, as I"'msure you'll agree. The laws of this planet state that certain rights of free
citizens are withheld frommnor citizens. Anong these are liberty, the pursuit of happiness, and
the ability to get out of the goddam place!" She startled ne with her fury, com ng so hard on the
heel s of her usual anusing glibness. Her fists were clenched. Malibu, sitting in her lap, |ooked
sadly up at his friend, then over to ne.

She quickly brightened and bounced up to prepare dinner. She would not respond to ny questions.
The subject was closed for the day.

I was ready to turn back the next day. Have you ever had stiff legs? Probably not; if you go in
for that sort of thing-heavy physical |abor-you are probably one of those health nuts and keep
yourself in shape. | wasn't in shape, and | thought |I'd die. For a panicky noment | thought | was

dyi ng.

Luckily, Enber had anticipated it. She knew | was a desk jockey, and she knew how pitifully under-
conditioned Martians tend to be. Added to the sedentary life styles of nost nodern people, we
Martians come off even worse than the majority because Mars' gravity never gives us nmuch of a
chal l enge no matter how hard we try. My |l eg nuscles were like soft noodl es.

She gave ne an ol d-fashi oned nassage and a newfangled injection that killed off the accunul ated
poisons. In an hour | began to take a flickering interest in the trip. So she | oaded ne onto the
cycle and we started off on another |eg of the journey.

There's no way to neasure the passage of tine. The sun gets flatter and wider, but it's nmuch too
slow to see. Sonetine that day we passed a tributary of the Reynolds Wap River. It showed up as a
bright line in ny right eye, as a crusted, sluggish senm -glacier in nmy left. MIlten alumnum I
was told. Malibu knew what it was, and barked plaintively for us to stop so he could go for a
slide. Ember wouldn't let him

You can't get lost on Venus, not if you can still see. The river had been visible since we |eft
Prosperity, though | hadn't known what it was. W could still see the town behind us and the
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mountain range in front of us and even the desert. It was a little ways up the slope of the bow.
Enber said that neant it was still

about three -days' journey away fromus. It takes practice to judge distance. Enber kept trying to
poi nt out Venusburg, which was several thousand kil oneters behind us. She said it was easily
visible as a tiny point on a clear day. | never spotted it.

We tal ked a | ot as we pedal ed. There wash nothing el se to do and, besides, she was fun to talk to.
She told nme nore of her plan for getting off Venus and filled ny head with her naive ideas of what
other planets were |ike.

It was a subtle selling canpaign. W started off with her being the advocate for her crazy plan.
At sonme point it evolved into an assunption. She took it as settled that | woul d adopt her and
take her to Mars with me. | half believed it nyself.

On the fourth day | began to notice that the bow was getting higher in front of us. |I didn't know
what was causing it until Enber called a halt and we hung there in the air. W were facing a solid
line of rock that sloped gradually upward to a point about fifty meters higher than we were.

"What's the matter?" | asked, glad of the rest.

"The nountai ns are higher,'
find a pass."

she said nmatter-of-factly. "Let's turn to the right and see if we can

"Hi gher? What are you tal king about ?"

"Hi gher. You know, taller, sticking up nore than they did the last tine | was around, of slightly
greater magnitude in el evation, bigger than-"

"I know the definition of higher," |I said. "But why? Are you sure?"

"Of course |'"'msure. The air heater for the balloon is going fiat-out; we're as high as we can go.
The last time | came through here, it was plenty to get ne across. But not today."

" \My?u

"Condensati on. The topography can vary quite a bit here. Certain netals and rocks are nolten on
Venus. They boil off on a hot day, and they can condense on the mountain tops where it's cooler
Then:

they nelt when it warns up and flow back. to the valleys."

"You mean you brought ne here in the mddle of wnter?"
She threw me a withering glance.

"You're the one who booked passage for winter. Besides, it's night, and it's not even m dni ght
yet. | hadn't thought the nountains would be this high for another week."

"Can't we get around?"
She surveyed the slope critically.

"There's a pernmanent pass about five hundred kilometers to the east. But that would take us
anot her week. Do you want to?"

"What's the alternative?"

"Parking the cycle here and going on foot. The desert is just over this range. Wth any luck we'll
see our first jewels today."

I was realizing that | knew far too little about Venus to nmake a good decision. | had finally
admitted to nyself that | was lucky to have Enber along to keep ne out of trouble.

"We'll do what you think best."
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"Al'l right. Turn hard left and we'll park."

We tethered the cycle by a long tungsten-all oy rope. The reason for that, | learned, was to
prevent it frombeing buried in case there was nore condensation while we were gone. It floated at
the end of the cable with its heaters going full blast. And we started up the nountain.

Fifty meters doesn't sound like much. And it's not, on level ground. Try it sonetinme on a seventy-
five degree slope. Luckily for us, Enber had seen this possibility and conme prepared wth al pine
equi prent. She sank pitons here and there and kept us together with ropes and pulleys. | followed
her | ead, staying slightly behind her tagalong. It was uncanny how that thing followed her up,
placing its feet in precisely the spot she had stepped. Behind ne, ny tagal ong was doing the sane
thing. Then there was Malibu, al nbst running

al ong, racing back to see how we were doing, going to the top and chattering about what was on the
ot her si de.

I don't suppose it would have been nuch for a nmountain clinber. Personally I'd have preferred to
slide on down the nountainside and call it quits. | would have, but Enber just kept going up. |
don't think |I've ever been so tired as the nonent when we reached the top and stood | ooki ng over
the desert.

Enber poi nted ahead of us.

"There's one of the jewels going off now " she said.

"Where?" | asked, barely interested. | could see nothing.
"You missed it. It's down |lower. They don't formup this high. Don't worry, you'll see nore by and
by. "

And down we went. This wasn't too hard. Enber set the exanple by sitting down in a snooth place
and letting go. Malibu was cl ose behind her, squealing happily as he bounced and rolled down the
slippery rock face. | saw Enber hit a bunp and go flying in the air to come down on her head. Her
suit was already stiffened. She continued to bounce her way down, frozen in a sitting position

I followed themdown in the same way. | didn't nuch care for the idea of bouncing around |ike
that, but | cared even less for a slow, painful descent. It wasn't too bad. You don't feel nuch
after your suit freezes in inpact node. It expands slightly away from your skin and becones harder
than netal, cushioning you fromanything but the nost severe blows that could bounce your brain
agai nst your skull and give you internal injuries. W never got going nearly fast enough, for

t hat .

Enber hel ped ne up at the bottomafter ny suit unfroze. She | ooked |ike she had enjoyed the ride.
I hadn't. One bounce seenmed to have inpacted nmy back slightly. | didn't tell her about it but just
started off after her, feeling a pain with each step

"\Where on Mars do you live?" she asked brightly

"Uh? Oh, at Coprates. That's on the northern slope of the Canyon."
"Yes, | know. Tell ne nore about it. Wiere will we live? Do you have a surface apartnent, or are
you stuck down in the underground? | can hardly wait to see the place."

She was getting on ny nerves. Maybe it was just the | ower-back pain.
"What nmakes you think you're going with ne?"
"But of course you're taking ne back. You said, just--2

"l said nothing of the sort. If |I had a recorder | could prove it to you. No, our conversations
over the |ast days have been a series of nonol ogues. You tell ne what fun you' re going to have
when we get to Mars, and | just grunt sonmething. That's because | haven't the heart, or haven't
had the heart, to tell you what a hare-brai ned schenme you're tal king about."
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I think I had finally nmanaged to drive a barb into her. At any rate, she didn't say anything for a
while. She was realizing that she had overextended herself and was counting the spoils before the
battl e was won.

"What's hare-brai ned about it?" she said at | ast.
"Just everything."
"No, cone on, tell ne."

"What nmakes you think I want a daughter?”

She seened relieved. "Ch, don't worry about that | won't be any trouble. As soon as we |and, you

can file dissolution papers. | won't contest it. In fact, | can sign a binding agreenment not to
contest anything before you even adopt ne. This is strictly a business arrangenent, Kiku. You
don't have to worry about being a nother to ne. | don't need one. I'I[|--"

"What nmakes you think it's just a business arrangenent to ne?" | exploded. "Maybe |'m ol d-

fashi oned. Maybe |'ve got funny ideas. But | won't enter into an adoption of convenience. |'ve
al ready had ny one child, and | was a good parent. | won't adopt you just to get you to Mars.

That's nmy final word."

She was studying ny face. | think she decided | nmeant it.
"I can offer you twenty thousand Marks."

| swal |l owed hard

"Where did you get that kind of noney?"

"I told you I've been soaking the good people of Prosperity. Wwat the hell is there for me to
spend it on out here? |I've been putting it away for an energency like this. Up against an
unfeeling Neanderthal with funny ideas about right and wong, who-"

"That's enough of that." |I'mashanmed to say that | was tenpted. It's unpleasant to find that what
you had thought of as noral scruples suddenly seemnot quite so inportant in the face of a stack
of nmoney. But | was hel ped al ong by nmy backache and the nasty nmood it had gi ven ne.

"You think you can buy me. Well, I'mnot for sale. | told you, I think it's wong."

"Wel |, damm you, Kiku, damm you to hell." She stonped her foot hard on the ground, and her
t agal ong redoubl ed the gesture. She was going to go on daming ne, but we were blasted by an
expl osion as her foot hit the ground.

It had been quiet before, as | said. There's no wind, no aninmals, hardly anything to nake a sound
on Venus. But when a sound gets going, watch out. That thick atnosphere is nmurder. | thought mny
head was going to cone off. The sound waves battered against our suits, partially stiffening them
The only thing that saved us from deafness was the nmillinmeter of |ow pressure air between the suit
field and our eardruns. It cushioned the shock enough that we were left with just a ringing in our
ears.

"What was that?" | asked.

Enber sat down on the ground. She hung her head, uninterested in anything but her own
di sappoi nt nent .

"Bl ast jewel," she said. "Over that way." She pointed, and | could see a dull glow ng spot about a
kil oneter off. There were dozens of smaller points of light-infralight-scattered around the spot.

"You mean you set it off just by stomping the ground?”
She shrugged. "They're unstable. They're full of nitroglycerine, as near as anyone can figure."

"Well, let's go pick up the pieces."
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"Go ahead." She was going linmp on nme. And she stayed that way, no nmatter how | cajoled her. By the
time | finally got her on her feet, the glow ng spots were gone, cooled off. W' d never find them
now. She wouldn't talk to me as we continued down into the valley. Al the rest of the day we were
acconpani ed by di stant gunshots.

We didn't talk rmuch the next day. She tried several times to reopen the negotiations, but | nade

it clear that my m nd was nmade up. | pointed out to her that | had rented her cycle and services
according to the ternms she had set. Absolutely free, she had said, except for consumabl es, which I
had paid for. There had been no mention of adoption. If there had, | assured her, | would have

turned her down just as | was doing now. Maybe | even believed it.

That was during the short tinme the norning after our argunent when it seened |i ke she was having
no nore to do with the trip. She just sat there in the tent while | nade breakfast. Wen it cane
time to go, she pouted and said she wasn't going | ooking for blast jewels, that she'd just as soon
stay right there or turn around.

After | pointed out our verbal contract, she reluctantly got up. She didn't like it, but honored
her word.

Hunting blast jewels proved to be a big anticlimax. |'d had visions of scouring the countryside
for days. Then the exciting nmoment of finding one. Eureka! 1'd have how ed. The reality was
nothing like that. Here's how you hunt blast jewels: you stomp down hard on the ground, wait a few
seconds, then nove on and stonmp again. Wen you see and hear an explosion, you sinply walk to
where it occurred and pick themup. They're scattered all over, lit up in the infrared bands from
the heat of the explosion. They night as well have had neon arrows flashing over them Big
adventure

When we found one, we'd pick it up and pop it into a cooler nounted on our tagal ongs. They are
formed by the pressure of the explosion, but certain parts of

them are volatile at Venus tenperatures. These elements will boil out and | eave you with a grayish
powder in about three hours if you don't cool themdown. | don't know why they lasted as | ong as
they did. They were considerably hotter than the air when we picked themup. So | thought they
shoul d have nelted right off.

Enmber said it was the inpaction of the crystalline lattice that gave the jewels the tenporary
strength to outlast the tenperature. Things behave differently in the tenperature and pressure
extremes of Venus. As they cooled off, the lattice was weakened and a progressive decay set in.
That's why it was inportant to get them as soon as possible after the explosion to get unflawed
gemns.

We spent the whole day at that. Eventually we collected about ten kilos of gens, ranging from pea
size to a few the size of an apple.

| sat beside the canpfire and examined themthat night: N ght by nmy watch, anyway. Another thing
was beginning to nmiss was the twenty-five-hour cycle of night and day. And while | was at it,
moons. It woul d have cheered nme up considerably to spot Di enbs or Phobos that night. But the sun
just squatted up there in the horizon, noving slowly to the north in preparation for its
transition to the norning sky.

The jewels were beautiful, I'll say that much for them They were a wine-red color, tinged with
brown. But when the |ight caught themright, there was no predicting what | might see. Mst of the
raw gens were coated with a dull substance that hid their full glory. | experinented with chipping

some of them What was | eft behind when |I flaked off the patina was a slippery surface that
sparkl ed even in candl elight. Enber showed ne how to suspend themfroma string and strike them
Then they would ring like tiny bells, and every once in a while one would shed all its

i mperfections and enmerge as a perfect eight-sided equil ateral

I was cooking for nyself that day. Enber had
cooked fromthe first, but she no |longer Teened interested in buttering ne up.

"I hired on as a guide," she pointed out, with considerabl e venom "Wbster's defines guide as-"
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"l know what a guide is."
"-and it says nothing about cooking. WIIl you marry me?"
"No." | wasn't even surprised
"Same reasons?"
"Yes. | won't enter into an agreenment like that lightly. Besides, you' re too young."
"Legal age is twelve. 1'll be twelve in one week."
"That's too young. On Mars you nmust be fourteen.”

"VWhat a dogmatist. You're not kidding, are you? Is it really fourteen?"

That's typical of her lack of know edge of the place she was trying so hard to get to. | don't
know where she got her ideas about Mars. | finally concluded that she made them up whole in her
daydr eans.

We ate the neal | prepared in silence, toying with our collection of jewels. | estimate that | had

about a thousand Marks worth of uncut stones. And | was getting tired of the Venusian bush. |
figured on spending another day collecting, then heading back for the cycle. It would probably be
a relief for both of us. Enber could start laying traps for the next stupid tourist to reach town,
or even head for Venusburg and try in earnest.

When | thought of that, | wondered why she was still out here. If she had the noney to pay the
trenmendous bribe she had offered me, why wasn't she in town where the tourists were as thick as
flies? | was going to ask her that. But she came up to ne and sat down very cl ose.

"Wul d you like to nmake | ove?" she asked.
I'"d had about enough inducenents. | snorted, got up, and wal ked through the wall of the tent.

Once outside, | regretted it. My back was hurting something terrible, and | belatedly realized
that ny inflatable mattress would not go through the wall of the tent. If | got it through
somehow, it would only

burn up. But | couldn't back out after walking out ;I like that. | felt commtted. Maybe
couldn't think straight because of the backache; | don't know. Anyway, | picked out a soft-Iooking
spot of ground and | ay down.

| can't say it was all that soft.

| came awake in the haze of pain. | knew, without 1 trying, that if | noved 1'd get a knife in ny
back. Naturally | wasn't anxious to try.

My armwas |ying on sonething soft. | noved ny head-confirm ng nmy suspicions about the knife-and h
saw that it was Enber. She was asleep, |lying on her back. Mlibu was curled up in her arm

She was a silver-plated doll, with her nmouth open and a | ook of relaxed vulnerability on her face.
| felt a smle growing on ny lips, just |like the ones she had coaxed out of me back in Prosperity.
I wondered .z why |'d been treating her so badly. At least it seened to nme that norning that |'d
been treating her badly. Sure, she'd used nme and tricked ne and seened to want to use nme again.
But what had she hurt? Who was suffering for it? | couldn't think of anyone at the nmonent. |

resol ved to apol ogi ze to her when she woke up and try to start over again. Maybe we could even
reach sonme sort of acconmodation on this adoption j business.

And while | was at it, maybe |I coul d unbend enough to ask her to take a | ook at ny back. | hadn't
even nentioned it to her, probably for fear of getting deeper in her debt. | was sure she
woul dn't have taken payment for it in cash. She preferred flesh.

I was about to awaken her, but | happened to glance on ny other side. There was sonething there. |
al nrost didn't recognize it for what it was.
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It was three neters away, growing fromthe cleft of two rocks. It was globular, half a nmeter
across, and glowing a dull-reddish color. - It looked like a soft gelatin.
It was a blast jewel, before the blast.
I was afraid to talk, then remenbered that talking

s
woul d not affect the atnmosphere around ne and could not set off the explosion. | had a radio
transmitter in nmy throat and a receiver in nmy ear. That's how you tal k on Venus; you subvocali ze
and peopl e can hear you.

Movi ng very carefully, | reached over and gently touched Enber on the shoul der
She cane awake quietly, stretched, and started to get up

"Don't nmove," | said, in what | hoped was a whisper. It's hard to do when you're subvocali zi ng,
but I wanted to inpress on her that sonething was w ong.

She canme alert, but didn't nove.

"Look over to your right. Mve very slowy. Don't scrape against the ground or anything. | don't
know what to do."

She | ooked, sai d not hi ng.
"You're not alone, Kiku," she finally whispered. "This is one | never heard of."
"How did it happen?"

"I't must have forned during the night. No one knows rmuch about how they formor how long it takes.
No one's ever been closer than about five hundred neters to one. They al ways expl ode before you
can get that close. Even the vibrations fromthe prop of a cycle will set them off before you can
get cl ose enough to see them"”

"So what do we do?"

She | ooked at nme. It's hard to read expressions on a reflective face, but | think she was scared.
I know | was.

"I'd say sit tight."

"How dangerous is this?"

"Brother. | don't know. There's going to, be quite a bang when that nonster goes off. Qur suits
will protect us fromnost of it. But it's going to lift us and accelerate us very fast. That kind
of sharp acceleration can ness up your insides. |I'd say a concussion at the very |east"

I gul ped. "Then-"

"Just sit tight. I'mthinking."
So was |I. | was frozen there with a hot knife somewhere in ny back. | knew rd have to squirm
soneti ne.

The damm thi ng was novi ng.

I blinked, afraid to rub nmy eyes, and | ooked again No, it wasn't. Not on the outside anyway. It
was nore |ike the novenment you can see inside a living cell beneath a microscope. Internal flows,
exchanges of fluids fromhere to there. | watched it and was hypnoti zed.

There were worlds in the jewel. There was anci ent Barsoom of ny childhood fairy tales; there was
M ddl e Earth with brooding castles and sentient forests. The jewel was a w ndow i nto sonet hi ng
uni magi nabl e, a place where there were no questions and no enotions but a vast awareness. It was
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dark and wet wi thout nmenace. It was growi ng, and yet conplete as it cane into being. It was bigger
than this ball of hot mud called Venus and had its roots down in the core of the planet. There was
no corner of the universe that it did not reach

It was aware of nme. | felt it touch ne and felt no surprise. It examined ne in passing but was
totally uninterested. | posed no questions for it, whatever it was. It already knew ne and had
al ways known ne.

| felt an overpowering attraction. The thing was exerting no influence on nme; the attraction was a
yearning within ne. | was reaching for a conpletion that the jewel possessed and | knew | could
never have. Life would always be a series. of nysteries for me. For the jewel, there was not hing
but awar eness. Awareness of everyt hing.

I wenched ny eyes away at the | ast possible instant. | was covered in sweat, and | knew I'd | ook
back in $ nmoment. It was the npost beautiful thing | will ever see

"Kiku, listen to ne."

"VWhat ?" | renmenbered Enber as from a huge distance

"Li sten. Wake up. Don't look at that thing."

"Enber, do you see anything? Do you feel sone= thing?"

"l see sonething. I . . . | don't want to tal k about
it. I can't talk about it. Wake up, Kiku, and don't | ook back."

| felt like | was already a pillar of salt; so why not |ook back? I knew that ny |ife would never
be quite like what it had been. It was |ike sone sort of involuntary religious conversion, as if
all of a sudden | knew what the universe was for. The universe was a beautiful silk-1lined box for
the display of the jewel | had just beheld.

"Ki ku, that thing should already have gone off. W shouldn't be here. I noved when | woke up. |
tried to sneak up on one before and got five hundred neters away fromit. | set ny foot down soft
enough to walk on water, and it blew So this thing can't be here."

"That's nice," | said. "How do we cope with the fact that it is here?"

"All right, all right, it is here. But it nmust not be. finished. It nmust not have enough nitro in
it yet to blow up. Maybe we can get away."

I looked back at it, then away again. It was like nmy eyes were welded to it with elastic bands;
they'd stretch enough to let ne turn away, but they kept pulling nme back

""" mnot sure | want to."

"I know," she whispered. "I . . hold on, don't | ook back. W have to get away."

"Listen," | said, looking at her with an act of will. "Muybe one of us can get away. Maybe both.
But it's nore inportant that you not be injured. If I'mhurt, you can nmaybe fix me up. If you're
hurt, you'll probably die, and if we're both hurt, we're dead."

"Yeah. So?"

"So, I'mthe closest to the jewel. You can start backing away fromit first, and I'Il follow you

I"l'l shield you fromthe worst of the blast, if it goes off. How does that sound?"

"Not too good." But she thought it over and could see no flaws in ny reasoning. | think she didn't
relish being the protected instead of the heroine. Childish, but natural. She proved her maturity
by bowing to the inevitable.

"All right. 1I'll try to get ten neters fromit. 1'11 let you know when |I'mthere, and you can nove
back. | think we can survive it at ten neters.”
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"Twenty. "
"But . . . oh, all right. Twenty. Good luck, Kiku. |I think I |love you." She paused. "Uh, Kiku?"
"What is it? You should get noving. We don't know how long it'll stay stable."

"Al'l right. But | have to say this. My offer last night, the one that got you so angry?"

"Yeah?"
"Well, it wasn't neant as a bribe. | nean, like the twenty thousand Marks. | just . . . well, |
don't know nuch about that yet. | guess it was the wong tinme?"

"Yeah, but don't worry about it. Just get noving."

She did, a centineter at a tinme. It was lucky that neither of us had to worry about hol di ng our
breath | think the tension would have been unbearabl e.

And | | ooked back. | couldn't help it. I was in the sanctuary of a cosmc church when | heard her
calling me. | don't know what sort of power she used to reach me where | was. She was crying.

"Ki ku, please listen to ne."
"Huh? Ch, what is it?"

She sobbed in relief. "Ch, Christ, |'ve been calling you for an hour. Please cone on. Over here.
I'"'mback far enough."

My head was foggy. "Ch, Enber, there's no hurry | want to look at it just another nminute. Hang
on."

"No! If you don't start moving right this mnute, I'mcomng back and 1'll drag you out."
"You can't do-Ch. Al right, I"'mcomng." |I' |ooked over at her sitting on her knees. Mlibu was
beside her. The little otter was staring in ny direction. | |ooked at her and took a sliding step,

scuttling on ny back. My back was not sonething to think about.

| got two neters back, then three. | had to stop to rest. 1" |ooked at the jewel, then back at
Enber. It was hard to tell which drew nme the strongest. | nust have reached a bal ance point. |
coul d have gone either way.

Then a small silver streak came at ne, running as fast as it could go. It reached ne and
di ved acr oss.

“"Malibu!" Enber screanmed. | turned. The otter seenmed happier than | ever saw him even in
the waterslide in towmn. He | eaped, right at the jewel

Regai ni ng consci ousness was a very gradual business. There was no dividing |line between

different states of awareness for two reasons: | was deaf, and | was blind. So | cannot say when |
went fromdreans to reality; the blend was too uniform there wasn't enough change to notice
| don't renenber learning that | was deaf and blind. | don't renmenber |earning the hand-

spel ling | anguage that Enber talked to me with. The first rational nmonent that | can recall as
such was when Ember was telling ne her plans to get back to Prosperity.

I told her to do whatever she felt best, that she was in conplete control. | was desol at ed
to realize that | was not where | had thought | was. My dreams had been of Barsoom | thought I
had becone a blast jewel and had been waiting in a sort of detached ecstasy for the nmonent of
expl osi on.

She operated on ny |left eye and managed to restore some vision. | could see things that
were a nmeter fromny face, hazily. Everything el se was shadows. At |east she was able to wite
things on sheets of paper and hold themup for ne to see. It made things quicker. | |earned that

she was deaf, too. And Malibu was dead. O nmight be. She had put himin the cool er and thought she
m ght be .able to patch himup when she got back. If not, she could al ways nake anot her otter.

I told her about ny back. She was shocked to hear that-1 had hurt it on the slide down the
mount ai n, but she had sense enough not to scold me about it. It was short work to fix it up
Not hi ng but a bruised disc, she told ne.
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It woul d be tedious to describe all of our trip back. It was difficult, because neither of
us knew much about blindness. But | was able to adjust pretty quickly.

Being | ed by the hand was easy enough, and | stunbled only rarely after the first day. On the
second day we scal ed the nountains, and ny tagal ong mal functi oned. Enber discarded it and we
traded off with hers. W could only do it when | was sitting still, as hers was made for a rnuch
shorter person. If | tried to walk with it, it quickly fell behind and jerked me of f bal ance.
Then it was a matter of being set on the cycle and pedaling. There was nothing to do but

pedal . | mssed the talking we did on the way out. |I missed the blast jewel. | wondered if 1'd
ever adjust to life without it.

But the nenory had faded when we arrived back at Prosperity. | don't think the human m nd
can really contain something of that magnitude. It was slipping away fromne by the hour, like a
dream fades away in the norning. | found it hard to remenber what it was that was so great about
the experience. To this day, | can't really tell about it except inriddles. I'mleft with
shadows. | feel like an earthworm who has been shown a sunset and has no place to store the
nmenory.

Back in town it was a sinple matter for Enber to restore our hearing. She just didn't
happen to be carrying any spare eardruns in her first-aid kit.

"It was an oversight," she told ne. "Looking back, it seens obvious that the nost |ikely
injury froma blast jewel would be burst eardrums. | just didn't think."

"Don't worry about it. You did beautifully."

She grinned at ne. "Yes, | did, didn't |?"

The vision was a larger problem She didn't have any spare eyes and no one in town was
willing to sell one of theirs at any price. She gave ne one of hers as a tenporary measure. She
kept her infraeye and took to wearing an eye patch over the other. It nade her | ook bl oodthirsty.
She told me to buy another at Venusburg, as our blood types weren't much of a match. My body woul d
reject it in about three weeks.

The day came for the weekly departure of the blinp to Last Chance. W were sitting in her
wor kshop,
facing each other with our legs crossed and the pile of blast jewels between us.

They | ooked awful. Ch, they hadn't changed. We had even polished themup until they
sparkled three tines as nuch as they had back in the firelight of our tent. But now we could see
themfor the rotten, yellowed, broken fragnents of bone that they were. W had told no one what we
had seen out in the Fahrenheit Desert. There was no way to check on it, and all our experience had
been purely subjective. Nothing that would stand up in a | aboratory. W were the only ones who
knew their true nature. Probably we would al ways remain the only ones. What could we tell anyone?

"What do you think will happen?" | asked.

She | ooked at me keenly. "I think you al ready know that."

"Yeah." Whatever they were, however they survived and reproduced, the one fact we knew for
sure was that they couldn't survive within a hundred kilonmeters of a city. Once there had been
blast jewels in the very spot where we were sitting. And humans do expand. Once again, we would
not know what we were destroying.

I couldn't keep the jewels. | felt like a ghoul. | tried to give themto Enber, but she
woul dn't have them either.

"Shouldn't we tell soneone?" Enber asked.

"Sure. Tell anyone you want. Don't expect people to start tiptoeing until you can prove
something to them Maybe not even then."

"Well, it looks like I'"'mgoing to spend a few nore years tiptoeing. | find | just can't
bring nyself to stonp on the ground."
I was puzzled. "Why? You'll be on Mars. | don't think the vibrations will travel that

far.
She stared at ne. "Wat's this?"
There was a brief confusion; then | found nyself apol ogizing profusely to her, and she was
| aughing and telling me what a dirty rat | was, then taking it back

and saying | could play that kind of trick on her any
time | wanted. )

It was a misunderstanding. | honestly thought | had told her about ny change of heart
while | was deaf and blind. It nust have been a dream because she hadn't gotten it and had
assuned the answer was a pernmanent no. She had sai d nothing about adoption since the expl osion

"I couldn't bring nyself to pester you about it any nore, after what you did for ne," she
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said, breathless with excitenment. "I owe you a lot, maybe ny life. And | used you badly when you
first got here."

| denied it, and told her | had thought she was not tal king about it because she thought
it was in the bag.

"When di d you change your mind?" she asked.

I thought back. "At first | thought it was while you were caring for me when | was so
hel pl ess. Now | can recall when it was. It was shortly after | wal ked out of the tent for that
| ast night on the ground."

She couldn't find anything to say about that. She just beaned at ne. | began to wonder
what sort of papers |'d be signing when we got to Venusburg: adoption, or narriage contract.

I didn't worry about it. It's uncertainties |like that which nake life interesting. W got
up together, leaving the pile of jewels on the floor. WAl king softly, we hurried out to catch the

bl i np.
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