Fctionwise
www.fictionwise.com

Copyright ©1985 by Mike Resnick

NOTICE: Thiswork is copyrighted. It is licensed only for use by the original purchaser. Making copies of thiswork or
distributing it to any unauthorized person by any means, including without limit email, floppy disk, file transfer, paper
print out, or any other method constitutes a violation of International copyright law and subjects the violator to severe
fines or imprisonment.

Prologue
TheVelvet Comet spun dowly in space, resembling nothing more than agiant barbell.

Itsmeta skin glistened abrilliant slver, and itsarray of flashing lights could be seen from literdly tens of
thousands of milesaway.

Seventeen different engineering firms had worked on its design, thousands of men and machines had
gpent millions of hours on its congtruction, and it housed a permanent staff of more than six hundred men
and women. Owned and financed by the Vainmill Syndicate, the largest of the Republic's conglomerates,
it had been built in orbit around the distant planet of Charlemagne, but now it circled Deluros V111, the
huge world that would someday become the capita planet of the race of Man.

During its eighty-seven years of existenceit had become abyword for opulence and eegance, a synonym
for hedonism and disspation. Itsfame had spread to the most remote worlds of the Republic, and while
its sybaritic luxuries and evenitsair of exclusivity were often imitated, they were never equaled.

TheVelvet Comet , after more than three decades of gestation, had been born in space, and lessthan a
century after itsbirth it would die in space, mourned by few and forgotten by most. But in the meantime,
it diditsliving with agrace and style that would not be seen again for many millennia.

It wasthe crown jewel in the Syndicate's Entertainment and Leisure Division, a showplace wheretherich
and the famous—and occasionally the notorious—gathered to see and be seen, to congpicuoudy
consume, and to revel in pleasures which were designed to satisfy even the most jaded of tastes. For
whiletheVelvet Comet housed a compendium of the finest shops and boutiques, of gourmet restaurants
and eegant lounges, while it boasted a fabulous casino and a score of other entertainments, it wasfirst
and foremost a brothd.

And it was the brothel, and the promises of secret ddlightsthat it proffered, that enticed its select clientele
out to theComet . They came from Deluros V111 and a thousand nearby and distant worlds. Money was
no object to these men and women; they cameto play, and to relax, and to indulge.

All except one of them, who came with one purpose in mind, and left with another.

Chapter 1

Thetal, elegantly clad, blonde woman reached out ajewe ed hand and rubbed Secretariat's foreface, as
the muscular chestnut colt pawed nervoudy at the bedding of his makeshift stall. His groom, leaning
againgt one of the storage area's walls, kept awatchful eye on the deek red colt.

“Heslovely,” said the Sted Buiterfly.
“He's about as pretty ahorse as|'ve ever had in my charge,” agreed the groom.

“Very wdl behaved, too,” she continued. “ Especidly considering how strange his surroundings must



seemto him.” The Sted Butterfly stroked Secretariat's long, arching neck. “Y ou know, I've never seen a
horse before.”

“Not too many peoplein the Deluros system have,” said the groom. “ They're mostly confined to Earth
and some of the other worlds out toward the Rim.”

“When did herun?’
“Y ou mean thefirgt time he lived? Oh, maybe a couple of thousand years ago.”
She dared at the colt in awe. “ And people still remember him? Amazing!”

“Hewas one of the ones,” said the groom. “I've had the Augtralian Eclipse from the twenty-second
century, and Hawkmaster from the twenty-sixth, but I'd have to say that he's the best I've ever rubbed
down.”

The Sted Butterfly smiled. “1 wish I'd had the same qudity in the anima sl 've rubbed down.”

“Y ou've rubbed animals?’ asked the groom, mildly surprised.

“Thousands of them,” she replied, then added with awry grimace: “Mostly men.”

The groom merely stared at her, then looked past her to a corridor. “Weve got company,” he said.
“I knew it wastoo good to last,” she muttered, turning in the direction he had indicated.

Two men, one spesking with great animation, the other listening with an expresson of distaste and
boredom, were approaching the storage area. The shorter one was a bit overweight, but carefully and
expensvely dressed to hide thefact, or at least diminishits effect. Hisartificid hair glowed dl the colors
of the rainbow, and hisfingerswere so laden with rings that they seemed more jewe than flesh.
Nonetheless, the Sted Butterfly's eyes were drawn to the conservatively dressed taller man, whose
carriage and manner seemed to reflect an easy confidence and an aura of authority. Hislean face was
austere and craggy, the features sharp and findly chisdled. His straight black hair was edged with gray,
and his hands were starting to spot with age, but there was a spring to his step that made him appear
younger than hisfifty-plusyears.

“Ah, thereyou are!” said Gustave Plaga, extending aring-covered hand in the Stedl Buitterfly's direction,
but stopping some ten feet short of her. “I had afedling wed find you here.” He gestured ingratiatingly
toward thetaller man. “May | present the Reverend Thomas Gold?’

“I've seen you S0 often on thevideo | fed asif | know you personally, Reverend Gold,” said the Sted!
Butterfly.

Gold amiled tightly. “A smpleDoctor Gold will do,” hereplied. “Mr. Plagatells methat you're the
manager of this establishment.”

“The madam,” the Stedl Butterfly corrected him.
“Yes” said Gold. Heturned his attention to Secretariat.

“Thisonesniceand cam, | see. Not like that black one just visited in the cargo area. He's practicaly
tearing the ship gpart.”

“Hell bedl right,” interjected the groom. “It'sjust his manner.”



“Areyou quite certain?’ asked Gold dubioudy. “He's doing everything short of snorting smoke and
beching fire”

The groom nodded. “I've seen him before. HE's dways like that—high-spirited.”

“I would have cdled it psychotic.” Gold shrugged. “Well, | suppose I'll have to take your word for it.
These arethe firgt two racehorses I've seen.”

There was amomentary silence.

Plaga cleared histhroat. “I'm afraid | have to seeto some of our other VIPSs.” He turned to the Stedl
Butterfly. “ So if you will continue Doctor Gold'stour...” He fidgeted uncomfortably.

“Certainly,” said the Stedl Butterfly. “But first I'd like to go over afew details of this afternoon's schedule
with you.”

Gold, who had been watching them both, seemed amused. “Don't mind me,” he said. “Thisisthefirst
timedl day that | haven't been surrounded by Vainmill executives. I'll be happy to spend afew minutes
petting the horse” He looked at the groom. “If it is permitted, that is?’

The groom shrugged. “ Suit yoursdlf. | don't mind if he doesn't.”

“Fine” said the Sted Buitterfly, following Plagaaround abend in the corridor. “I'll be back in just a

“No hurry,” said Gold, rubbing the chestnut colt's neck.

“All right, Gustave,” she said coldly when they had walked somefifty feet up the corridor. “What the hell
isthebig idea?

“I've had him al morning,” complained Plaga.
“That'syour job.”

“My job isrunning the Entertainment and Leisure Divison,” said Plaga. “ And that son of abitch”—he
jerked histhumb in Gold's direction—"has been taking potshots a me on video every Friday night for
fiveyears. Three hours of himisabout dl | can take.”

“Thiswholething was your idea, Gustave,” said the Sted Butterfly. “Theleast you can do isfollow
through oniit.”

“Look,” he said nervoudy. “I've got to get away for about forty minutes. Important things are
happening.”
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“It's nothing you need concern yourself with,” said Plaga.

“Everything that happens aboard theComet concerns me, Gustave,” said the Sted Buitterfly. “What's
goingon?’

“Jugt seethat he enjoyshimself, and I'll tell you dl about it later,” said Plaga, checking histimepiece
anxioudy.

“Just see that he enjoys himself?” she repeated sarcagticdly. “ Damn it, Gustave, who do you think heis?



The Jesus Puresthinkmusic isimmord, for Christ's sakel They don't eat meet, they don't drink coffee,
they probably screw by proxy—and he's not justany Jesus Pure. He's their goddamned leader! Now,
exactly what kind of good time do you think | ought to show him?’

Paga checked histimepiece again.

“| can't waste any more time arguing with you,” he said. “I'll be forty minutes—an hour, tops. That's not
asking too damned much, isit?’

She gtared a him. “1 just hope whatever you're doing is haf asimportant asyou think it is”
“Itis” hesad, relieved. “Keep him in agood mood.”

She uttered a sardonic laugh, turned on her hedl, and returned to the storage area.

“I'm sorry to have kept you waiting,” she said to Gold when she arrived.

“Itsquitedl right,” replied Gold. “ Given a choice between Vanmill executivesand ahorse, I'll take the
horse every time.” He stopped stroking Secretariat's muzzle. “ Did Plaga make a graceful escape?’

“Not very,” admitted the Sted Butterfly.

“Well, hewasn't the most graceful man I've ever met,” said Gold contemptuoudy. He looked directly at
her. “What now?’

She smiled. “Now | keep you amused until he gets back from wherever he'sgone.”
“That may bealittle harder than you think,” said Gold.

“So I've been given to understand,” replied the Sted Butterfly. “I gather we've got about an hour to kill.
Would you care to have lunch?’

“I just finished aso-called prayer breskfast with eighteen Vainmill officers” said Gold. “ They served me
bacon and eggs, which | can't eat, and | served them up some truth that | suspectthey couldn't swallow. |
think one such experience per day is more than sufficient.”

“We have anumber of very fine restaurants on theComet ,” she said. “1 won't order for you and you
needn't pray for me.” She smiled. “ That might make things more paatable.”

“No, thank you. I'm not hungry, and | makeit ahabit not to patronize restaurants that serve daughtered
animas”

“We could smply stay down here,” suggested the Sted Buitterfly.

“I think not,” said Gold. “1 am not an immodest man, but it would be unredistic to assume that my
presence hereis not the subject of considerable attention. | don't think it would look very good for you
and me to be absent together for any period of time.”

“Evenif wejudt pet the horse?

“For aman in my position thereis very little difference between the appearance of impropriety and
impropriety itself. | think that spending an hour out of the public's sight in the company of theVel vet
Comet 's madam would be abad idea.”

She shrugged. “Whatever you say—but I'm going to need some help from you.”



He frowned. “What kind of help?’

“| assumethat you have no interest in seeing our suites, or our fantasy rooms, or our casino, our bars, or
our nightclubs.... so you'll have tell me what youare willing to look at.”

“Isthere anything left?’ he asked.

“Not too much,” she admitted. “The hydroponics garden, the hospital, the public rooms, and the Mall.”
“The Md|?1an't that the shopping area?’

She nodded. “It's aso where welll be holding therace.”

“Let'sstart with the public rooms,” he said. “I wouldn't want anyone to think | was shopping here.”

“We have many fine shops and boutiquesin the Mall,” shereplied. “Including a brokerage house, an
antiquarian bookstore, a number of jewelersand art deders...”

“You aso sl liquor, drugs, tobacco, and clothing designed for sexua enticement,” said Gold. “I would
prefer to go to the public rooms until the race is about to start.”

“Asyouwish,” said the Sted Butterfly. She walked over to Secretariat and gave his neck afond pat.
“Good luck, horse. Give him hdll.”

“Hell do that,” the groom assured her.

“Comeon,” said the Sted Butterfly, leading Gold down the corridor to an elevator. “If | stay down here
any longer, I'm going to adopt him.”

They emerged into the crowded reception foyer, an e egant room that held some three hundred people
comfortably and was now coping with amost five hundred—patrons, prostitutes of both sexes, VIPs,
and security personnel. A number of crystal chandeliers had been imported from Earth itself, though they
were grictly ornamentd, asthe room wasilluminated very efficiently by ahidden lighting system. The
carpet was a handwoven dien fabric, plush and resilient, with delicate and intricate patterns repeating
endlesdy in various pastels. The chairs and couches were both ornate and comfortable, and a number of
exquigte holographs, some originad's, some reproductions, lined the walls. One corner housed a bank of
computer screens that continuoudy updated the latest political, business, and sports news, and an extra
half-dozen computer terminals had been temporarily moved in to handle bets on the upcoming race.
Waiters and waitresses circulated among the clusters of people, offering free drinks and exotic edibles.

“Itsimpressive, I'll grant you that,” remarked Gold, glancing around the foyer with amixture of
fascination and distaste. “I can't help wondering what good some of the money that was spent decorating
this place might have done out on the frontier worlds.”

The Stedl Butterfly shook her head as awaiter gpproached them. “Vainmill has anumber of projectson
the Inner Frontier,” she replied, raising her voice to be heard over the conversations of the clustered

patrons.

“Nonsense,” said Gold, glaring at amiddle-aged woman, laden with diamonds and a dressthat was just
abit too smdl for her, as sheinadvertently bumped into him. “I was born in the Meritonia System. | saw
what they did, and I've been fighting them ever since.”

“You'rereferring to the affair on New Capri?’ she asked.



“Among other things.”
“| thought they made restitution for that.”

“How do you make restitution for wiping out an entire alien population?’ he demanded.
“| understand that it was accidental,” said the Stedl Buitterfly.

“Degtroying a populated planet's ecology so you can turnit into agiant smelting plant ishardly
accidental,” said Gold passonately. “Not that New Capri isthe only example of Vainmill'svendity. Their
exploitation of aien races out on the frontier iswell documented.”

“And yet, hereyou are at Vainmill's most luxurious showplace,” noted the Sted Butterfly with agmile.
“Every snner hasacrossto bear,” replied Gold. “I'm Vainmill's,” he added purposefully.
“It might not look that way to the casud observer,” she said dryly.

“Of coursenot,” heagreed. “1 never said Vainmill was stupid; just evil. Thiswhole charity festival was
arranged solely to get me up here thisweekend.”

“It soundsto me, Doctor Gold, asif you're guilty of the sin of pride. Were giving the weekend's earnings
to fifteen different churches and charities”

“Not pride; just redlism. Everything e seiswindow dressing. I'm the one who's been attacking them from
the pulpit for the past five years; I'm the one they set thisup for.”

“Then why did you come?’ she asked curioudly, stepping asideto let agroup of eight patrons and their
companions pass by.

“Because| can't be bought off—though I'm perfectly willing to let them try,” hereplied. “Makea
ten-million-credit contribution to the Church of the Purity of Jesus Christ every day, and I'll be up hereto
hand out atrophy to the owner of the winning horse every day. Make it twenty, and I'll take the Lodin XI
ambassador's place at the raffle and draw the winning number.”

“I would have thought you'd frown upon such unclean money,” remarked the Steel Butterfly.
“Theuses| put it towill deanseit.”
“Then you should be the happiest man on theComet .”

“My dear woman,” hesaid, “1 don't underestimate your intelligence; please don't underestimate mine.”
He paused to take a deep breath. “ Do you think | don't know that you have half adozen camerastrained
on meas| stand here speaking to the most famous madam in the Republic, or that my followerswon't be
subjected to numerous holographs of me surrounded by Vainmill executives and suggestively-clad
prostitutes?’

He drew himsdlf up to hisfull height, alook of contempt crossing hisface. “Does Vanmill think they've
bought me off? Do they redly think my people can't see through thisruse aseasily as| can?| arrivedina
date of Grace, and | will leavein astate of Grace. A little humiliation isasmall priceto pay for the good
that that money can do. Jesus, too, waked among sinners; | can do no less.” He paused, and seemed to
rdax. “SoI'll presde a your horserace, and I'll distribute your money to the needy, and I'll let Vainmill
provetheir virtue by shutting down theVelvet Comet —and I'd love to see Plagas face when he hears
my sermon next Friday.”



“Just amoment,” said the Stedl Buitterfly. “What was that you just said about shutting down theComet 7’

“| said that it won't do them abit of good,” he replied firmly. “TheComet isjust asymptom; Vainmill is
the disease.”

“Has someone actudly told you that they plan to close theComet 7’ she persisted, lowering her voice as
she became aware of the curious stares she was attracting from anumber of nearby patrons.

“Not directly—but it's Vainmill'slogica next step, after giving the money to my church doesn't work.
After dl, thisisthe one Vanmill businessthat makes no bones about revelinginsan.”

“Kill theComet , just to shut you up?’ she said increduloudy. *Y ou have an awfully inflated opinion of
yourself, Doctor Gold!”

He stared camly at her and made no comment.

“I don't believeit,” she continued.

“What you beieveisimmaterid,” he said with ashrug.

“It sounds like one of Gustave'sidiot idess.”

“Pagaisjus aflunky.”

“He'sthe presdent of the Entertainment and Leisure Division,” said the Stedl Butterfly.

“I told you: I'm not after adivison. I'm afterVainmill . Whether the Comet survives amonth or ayear or
adecade isamatter of complete indifference to me—except, of course, that it's an abomination that
ought to be terminated for its own excesses.”

“Hasit occurred to you that this abomination employs more than eight hundred people, and that killing
theComet would throw them out of work?’

“I am not such an egomaniac that | believe shutting down theComet will eradicate dl sn everywhere”
replied Gold. “I have no doubt that dl your beautiful young men and women will be employed withina
week—though I'll certainly do my best to prevent it.”

“You wont prevent it,” shesaid.
“Probably not,” he admitted.

“But what youwill do,” she continued, “is send them out onto the streets of Deluros VI and other
worlds, where they'll require the consent and protection of the crimina element to ply their trade, where
their working conditionswill no longer be under the control of skilled medics, where—"

“Areyoutryingtotell me” heinterrupted with asardonic smile, “that only prostitutes who work aboard
theVelvet Comet receive medicd attention?

“Doctor Gold, more than four hundred venereal diseases have been discovered since Man went out to
the stars. Only theComet hasthe facilitiesto instantly recognize and cure each of them.”

“Then that isthe misfortune of those who are foolish enough to become progtitutes or to have sexua
congresswith them.”

“That's an inadequate answer,” said the Stedl Bultterfly. “ Since you grant that Man always has and ways



will support progtitution, why not alow him to do so in acontrolled and luxurious environment?’

“ Sugar-coating sin doesn't make it any less sinful, only more caloric.” He gestured toward the crowded
room. “L ook at these people. Are they any less snful because they pay millions of creditsto you and

wear formal dress and dine on fine foods before partaking of theComet 's pleasures? The only difference

between them and a cargo |oader who seeks quick and inexpensive satisfaction iswhat they pay, not
what they do.”

“By the same token, why don't you lead your crusade againgt dl the top-rated restaurants that serve
meet?’

“Because the Jesus Pures' refusal to eat meat isamatter of persona choice, nothing more,” Gold replied.
“The Bible does not direct usto avoid meat. The same cannot be said of what goes on aboard theComet

. He paused. “Besides, I'm not crusading against theComet , except asit relatesto Vainmill. Infact, |

doubt that I've mentioned it five timesin the past year. If Vainmill offersit asasop to me, I'll takeit, but if

they think I will stop or even moderate my attacks on them, they're sadly mistaken.”

“Y ou keep saying that they're going to kill theComet ,” shesaid irritably. “If you redlly believed that, |
would think that the madam isthe last person you'd forewarn.”

“It makes no difference” said Gold. “1 am amorad man; | cannot be bought. Vainmill isan immord
corporation; they will continueto try to buy me, raising their price each time, on the assumption that
everyone can be bought. Eventudly it will bring about their downfall.”

“You don't redly think you can bring a corporation like Vainmill to its knees, do you?’ she asked,
amazed by the scope of his ego.

“One properly motivated man can bring down an empire,” he replied serioudy. “No onewould
remember David if Goliath had been adwarf.”

“You redizethat if you actualy succeeded, you'd do untold harm to the economy, aswell as putting
literdly tens of millions of people out of work.”

“Your loydty ismisplaced,” said Gold. “Vanmill would cut theComet loosein two seconds if they
thought it would get me off their backs.”

“And what of the ensuing financid upheavd if you destroy Vanmill?’

“The Republic will survive, just asthe Earth survived forty days and forty nights of flooding. And if it
doesn't, then it wasn't built to last, and something better will supersedeit.”

“It must be comforting to be so absolutely certain that you'reright,” she said cynicaly.
“God vouchsafes precious few comfortsto us,” hereplied. “ That happensto be one of them.”
“Andif yourewrong?’

He met her gaze and spoke with the same degree of conviction with which he had outlined hisfuture
plans. “Then | will spend al of eternity inthe pits of hell, suffering the tortures of the damned.”

“Youredly believethat?’ asked the Stedl Butterfly.
“I do.”

“Then why take the chance?’



“Because | believe that when God gave Man free will, it wasimplicit in the contract that he exerciseit.”
“And what of al the people who exerciseit aboard theComet 7’

“The very nature of free will impliesthat Man isaso free to abuse God's laws. Y our patrons have made
their choice, and | have made mine.”

“You'reasdick in person asyou are on the video,” she admitted begrudgingly. “I think it might be best to
change the subject.”

“Asyouwish.”

“Theraceisdueto start in about haf an hour.

Shall we start making our way to the presenter's platform?”’
“Why not?’ he assented.

Just then there was asmall begping sound, and the Sted Butterfly touched atiny jewe on one of her
bracelets.

“Yes?' shesad softly.
“I regret to inform you that we have a scheduling problem,” said amasculine voice.

“I'm occupied at the moment. Y ou take care of it, Cupid.” She touched the jewd again, then turned back
to Gold. “I gpologize for theinterruption.”

“Cupid?’ he repested.
“Our main computer.”
“Y ou've got acomputer arranging liaisons?’

“No, but it kegpstrack of them. | don't know who gaveit its name, but it seems appropriate. We
equipped it with avoice about ten years ago.”

“Interesting. What else doesit do?’

“Other than the usud?” shereplied. “Wéll, for one thing, it reports on any behavior that seems out of the
ordinary.”

“How can amachine determine aberrant behavior in aplacelikethis?’ asked Gold, honestly curious.

“With eighty-seven years of memory to draw on, it's pretty good at differentiating,” answered the Stedl
Buitterfly.

“So you've turned your computer into avoyeur,” he remarked dryly. “ It seemsthat even machines get
corrupted by Vanmill.”

“If that'swhat you'd like to believe,” she said. “ Of course, if someone turns Cupid off, you won't be able
to breasthe and you'll float away like afeather on the wind, but you'll have saved it from having to observe
obscene acts.”

He was about to reply when her bracelet beeped again.



“Yes, Cupid?What isit?’
“I regret that | am unable to solve the scheduling conflict,” said the computer.
She sghed. “All right. What's the problem?”

“The Undersecretary of the Navy and her chosen companion had reserved the M ountaintop for two
hours, commencing three minutes ago.”

“Arethe holographic projectors mafunctioning again?’ asked the Sted Butterfly.

“No. But the group currently occupying the room refuses to vacate the premises.”

“Tdl them they haveto.”

“I have done s0.”

Shefrowned. “ Areyou telling me that our progtitutes are willfully ignoring your directives?’

“No. Theroom is occupied soldy by eighteen executives from the Vainmill Syndicate, including the
chairman and all the department heads, each of whom has the necessary clearance to override
commands.”

“How long have they been there?’

“Forty-two minutes.”

“Check with Gustave Plaga and see how much longer they'll be using the room.”
“I have been forbidden to communicate with them again.”

“What's going on there?’ she demanded.

“I have been forbidden to say.”

“But it'sin your memory banks?’

“Yes,” answered Cupid.

“I'll check them later,” she said. “In the meantime offer the Undersecretary our apologies, tell her there
will be no charge for the weekend, and if the Demolition Team isavailable, seeif sheld like them to vist
her.”

She pressed the jewd again.

“Demolition Team?” asked Gold.

“Y ou don't want to know,” shereplied.

“1 suppose not,” he agreed. “What's the Mountaintop?’

“A room designed to resemble a ski lodge atop the tallest mountain on Mirzam X. The projectors give it
apanoramic view of the surrounding mountain range.”

“Interesting,” said Gold. “Y ou've figured out whet they're doing in there, haven't you?’



“Sdling theComet out?’ she said sarcadtically.

“That would be premature,” said Gold. “But they're certainly trying to decide whether theComet isa
sufficient bone to tossto me, or whether I'm going to want more.”

“My guessisthat they're probably thinking up waysto fight you,” she responded as she led him through
the crowded foyer toward the entrance to the Mall.

“I doubt it. They've been singularly ineffective for the past five years”

“Then perhapsthey're looking for your fatd flaw,” she suggested. “ Everybody has one, you know—even
you.”

“True,” he agreed, stepping out into the Mall. “ But whatever mine may be,” he continued confidently, “I
think | can safdly state that the last placeit's likely to manifest itself is aboard theVelvet Comet .

Chapter 2
There was carefully spread dirt asfar asthe eye could see.

“Watch your step,” cautioned the Stedl Butterfly, asthey skirted atemporary restraining rail and made
their way to adidewalk.

“Just how bigisthisplace?” asked Gold, looking off into the distance but unable to see the end of the
Madl.

“A little over two miles” shereplied. “Both sdes are lined with shops and boutiques from hereto the
main airlock, which is about two-thirds of the way down the strip. Past the airlock are storage areas, our
hospital, mai ntenance supplies, Security headquarters, and some more stores.” She turned to him and
smiled.

“We even have anon-denominationa chapel. Perhapsyou'd liketo vist it?’
“I think I'll forgo the privilege,” said Gold as he reached the crowded didewak and stepped onto it.

“They ought to make these thingswider,” he muttered asa pair of young women brushed by him and got
off a ashop that specidized in garments made from the skins of dien animas.

“Seethis parquet flooring?’ said the Stedl Buitterfly, pointing to aten-foot strip between the didewak and
theregtraining rail. “Weleft agtrip bare so that the dirt couldn't get into the didewalk mechanism.
Actudly, it goesdl theway acrossthe middle of the Mdl to the other didewak—when it's not covered
by racetrack, that is. Many of our patrons prefer walking to riding.” Shelooked distastefully at the
makeshift track and sighed. “| certainly don't envy Maintenance. They're going to have to clean up three
hundred tons of this stuff.”

“That much?’

“It ssemsashameto useit only once,” commented the Stedl Buitterfly, asthe didewak took them past a
trio of boutiques, an antique shop, and a brokerage house. As they approached a shop that sold
imported flowers, she saw avideo technician perched atop aladder, positioning a holographic camera.

“What's the problem up there?’ she asked him, as she and Gold stepped off the didewak when it
reached the flower shop. “1 thought everything was supposed to be ready by last night.”

“They moved thefinish ling,” answered the man with agrimace. “ Evidently it takes racehorses quite a



while to cometo astop, and they didn't want them running into any walls. So now al the cameras haveto
be repositioned.”

“Wherésthefinishline now?’ asked the Sted Butterfly.

“ About three hundred yards farther from the Resort than it was. We've dready moved the grandstand
and the presentation platform.”

“Can't they just run ashorter distance?’

The man shrugged. “1 must have spent an hour arguing that very point with their trainers. Y ou would have
thought | had suggested vivisecting them. The gist of it isthat amile and aquarter was the classic distance
thefirst timethey lived, and that's what they've been conditioned to run.” He paused. “It'sapainin the
ass. You'd think animals as famous as these two would be more adaptable.”

She turned back to Gold as the two of them stepped back onto the didewalk.

“You look disapproving,” she remarked.

“I havethe distinct impression that it's againgt the laws of God and Nature,” he replied.
“The distance?’ she asked with alaugh.

“Theresurrection of these animals.”

“Against God's, perhaps, but not Nature's. Once science discovered DNA coding, it was only a matter
of time before they started preserving cell samplesin liquid nitrogen against the day they could reproduce
them.”

“I know how it'sdone,” hetold her. “They've been wanting to reproduce Men that way for more than a
century. So far weve been able to stop them from passing the necessary legidation.”

“So you prefer the way we do it aboard theComet 7’

“Don't be clever with me,” said Gold. “It's unbecoming.”

“I wasn't aware that the Jesus Pures had a monopoly on clever answers,” she said.
“Oncorrect answers.”

The Stedl Buitterfly stared at him for amoment, then sighed and shrugged.

“Anyway,” she said, returning to what she hoped was aless controversia subject, “these were supposed
to be the two best racehorses of their era. At least, the press has been going crazy al month long.” She
paused. “I've never seen ahorserace. | hopeit's asexciting asthey say.”

“Onewould think that there was more than enough excitement up here already,” said Gold caudtically, as
they passed an expensive lingerie shop.

Suddenly his attention was captured by two small figures emerging from an art gdlery that specidized in
paintings from Earth. “1 wasn't aware that you alowed children aboard theVelvet Comet ,” he said with
adisapproving frown.

“Wedon't.”



“Then what arethose 7" he demanded, pointing to the undersized figures.
“Faeries,” shereplied.
“That was a serious question.”

“It was aserious answer. Officialy, they're members of the Andrican race of Besmarith I1. But they look
likethey'reright out of Spenser'sThe Faerie Queene , so that's what we cal them.”

“| didn't redlize that theVelvet Comet catered to diens.”

She shook her head. “They're not patrons, Doctor Gold.”

“Y ou mean theywork here?’

“Perhaps you'd like to meet them. Y ou might find them interesting.”

Before he could answer her, she had caught the diens' attention, and they approached her with an
inhuman grace.

Each of them stood afew inches under five feet in height, with shimmering silvery skins, opaescent
feathery hair, wide-set oversized sky-blue eyes, permanently arched eyebrows, pointed ears, and an
overal look of dmaost mythic innocence to them. Only when they got to within ten feet could Gold

discern that the smaller of the two was amale, while the other, whose budding breasts were barely visble
beneath her tranducent dien garment, wasafemale.

Neither possessed the hardened musculature of adults, though upon closer inspection it was obvious that
they weren't quite children, either. They were barefoot, and Gold, when he could findly tear his curious
gaze away from their faces, saw that their feet were three-toed and webbed.

“ThisisOberon,” said the Sted Buitterfly, gesturing to the mae. “And thisis Titania”

Titaniaopened her mouth to say something; it came out as a series of melodic trilling whistles.

The Sted Butterfly frowned. “Y ou forgot them again. How many times have | spoken to you about that?’
Titanictrilled again.

The Sted Butterfly turned to Gold. “They're continudly leaving their trandating devices behind,” she
explained. “And while they may sound very pretty, no one can understand anything they're saying.”

“They seem to understand you.”

“Oh, they undergtand Terran perfectly. It'samuch smpler language than Andrican. But they can't
pronounce aword of it.” She turned back to the two pixie-like diens. “All right—but as soon astherace
isover, | want to see both of you with your devices.”

Oberon whistled something, making afuller, degper sound than had Titania, smiled boyishly at her, and
then the two of them glided off, hand in hand.

“And humans actually have sex with them?’ asked Gold, his expression amixture of fascination and
distaste.

“They've been among our most popular employeesfor the five years they've been working here.”



“Fiveyears?’ herepeated unbdievingly. “They look so...fresh.”

“| suppose that's why they're so popular. We've tried to recruit more members of their race, but so far
we haven't had very much luck.”

“How did you come by these two?’

“I gather their family owed a considerable debt to VVanmill—it had something to do with sometrade
concessionsin the Alphard Cluster—and this was the solution. They're brother and sister, though they
don't view the relationship quite the same way that we do.”

“In other words,” said Gold coldly, “they've beenforced to work here.”

The Steel Butterfly looked amused. “Y ou'd have to force them tostop —which iswhy | can't understand
why we've had such difficulty recruiting others of their race.”

“View it asasmal triumph for mordity,” said Gold. He continued staring as the petite dliens. “I've been
fighting Vanmill over just thiskind of exploitation for haf my life. | know they ill doit on thefrontier
worlds, but | never thought they'd have the unmitigated gall to think they could get away with thisright
herein the Deluros system!”

“| assure you, Doctor Gold—they are hardly being exploited. Their wages are substantid, and are on
depositin theComet 's bank.”

“Oh?" hesaid sharply. “What do they spend their money on?’
“I'venoides,” shereplied. “Almost dl of their needs are provided for.”

“ThenI'll tdl you,” he said. “ They don't spend it on anything, because they have no more knowledge of
human economicsthan they have of human mordity. And when they leave, Vanmill will gt ontheir
money for seven years and then take ten minutes getting afriendly judge to rule that the accounts are
dead and that they are entitled to both the money and the accrued interest. I've seen them work thisal
acrossthe Inner Frontier.”

“And what if they get anun friendly judge?’ inquired the Sted Butterfly.
“They know the difference,” said Gold wryly. “They own agoodly number of them.”

“I'm afraid dl of thisisbeyond my realm of experience,” said the Stedl Butterfly, trying to end the
discusson. “My job isrunning abrothe.”

“With pubescent children who haven't any ideawhat they're doing!”
“I repest: theyare adults”

“They certainly don't look it—and I've no doubt that Vainmill capitalizes on that fact.” He paused. “In
retrogpect, | don't know why I'm so surprised; it was perhaps the only sin Vainmill hadn't yet committed.
| just wonder that any of your clientele hasthe lack of shameto request them.”

“Y ou'd be surprised at what some of our clientele have requested.”
“I certainly hope | would.” He paused. “Y ou said you hadn't had any luck obtaining more of them?’

“| said we hadn't hadmuch luck,” she corrected him. “ There are Sx more a our training school.”



“Y ou have atraining school 7’ he asked, surprised.

She nodded. “| attended it myself before | came to work up here. It's run by aformer madam named
Suma. She must be, oh, in her eighties or nineties; the last time | saw her shewasin rather poor hedth.”

“And what kind of dedl did Vainmill maketo get Sx more of them?’
“I redlly couldn't say.”

“Couldn't, or won't?”

“I meant what | said, Doctor Gold.”

“Isthere any progtitution on the fagries home planet?’

“I've never heard any mention of it,” replied the Sted Buitterfly.

“| can't say that I'm surprised.”

“I have afeding that you'reletting your religion color your viewpoint,” said the Sted Butterfly. “You
remarked earlier that they were innocent. Might | suggest that the only thing they're innocent of isyour
particular notion of mordity?’

“I have never forced my morality upon an aien race that was incapable of comprehending it,” said Gold.
“But by the sametoken, Vanmill has no right to forceitsimmoraity on them.”

“Evenif they enjoy it?’ asked the Stedl Butterfly.

“We were spesking about free will amoment ago,” said Gold. “If, after leaving theComet , these two
dienswerewilling to return to it, they'll have made their choice and will pay their pendty inthe
hereafte—but for Vainmill to preempt that choice by making it for them is unacceptable.”

She sighed wearily but made no reply, and they rode the next fifty yardsin silence.

Then Gustave Plaga stepped out of the reception foyer and began approaching them, walking rapidly on
the narrow strip of exposed parquet flooring to bypass the crowded, dower-moving sdewalk. Gold and
the Stedl Butterfly aso stepped onto the floor to greet him, and Gold spotted a number of Vainmill
executivesriding the didewak in hisdirection.

“| gpologize for being gone so long, but it was unavoidable,” said Plaga, more to the madam than to
Gold. “I trust you've been enjoying yoursdf, Doctor Gold?’

“Enjoyis not exactly theword | would choose,” replied Gold. “Let us say that I've found it quite
enlightening.”

“Theraceisdueto start in about twenty minutes,” said Plaga. “Why don't we take our seats now?’

Gold nodded his agreement, and they rode the didewalk to the grandstand, which was only five rows
deep but dmost one hundred yards long, and fit negtly into the area between the retaining wall and the
didewak. A few moments later they were seated in a comfortable box overlooking thefinish line, directly
adjacent to the presentation platform, where an ornate golden cup topped by a platinum racehorse was

ondisplay.

“| expected alarger crowd,” commented Gold, gesturing to the small groups of men and women who
were dowly wending their way to the long, narrow, makeshift grandstand.



“Oh, welll draw about four thousand people,” answered the Steel Butterfly.

“Where are they?’

“lwould say they were enjoying the facilities. You would say they were Sinning.”

“Youwould be wrong,” said Gold.

“Isthere anything you haven't seen yet that you'd like usto show you?’ asked Plaga.

“I think I've seen what | cameto see.”

“Oh?’

“When | arrived here | wasn't quite sure of Vainmill'sweakest link. Now, thanksto my little tour, | am.”
“Y ou think you've found it up here?” asked Plaga, trying to keep the curiosity from hisvoice.
“No,” answered Gold. “1know I'vefound it up here”

“May | ask just what you think you've discovered?’

“I'll tell you when I'm ready to,” said Gold.

Plagastared at him for amoment, then shrugged. “ Asamatter of fact, Vainmill hasjust made
arrangementsto get rid of itsweakest link.”

“And what do you think it is?’

Plaga grinned. “To borrow a phrase that is probably being uttered al over the Resort aswe St here, Il
show you mineif you'll show meyours.”

“You know, Mr. Plaga,” said Gold, “1 think | liked you better when you were disgustingly servile”
“Sarvility'snot my style,” said Plaga.
“I would never have guessed,” replied Gold.

He smiled confidently. “1 don't know exactly what you think you accomplished at your meeting in the Ski
Lodge’ —Plaga shot the Sted Butterfly afurious look—"but it won't do you abit of good.”

Gold paused. “Do try to catch my broadcast next week. | think you might find it interesting.”
“A lot might happen before then,” said Plagawith what he hoped was amysterious smile.
“Perhaps,” said Gold. “But | think | can guarantee that alot will happenafter my broadcast.”

More people began moving toward the grandstand, and in another moment Gold was completely
surrounded by Vanmill executives, each of whom spoke to him cordidly. When the last of them was
seated heturned to Plaga.

“Have your holograph operators gotten enough yet?’ he asked.

“I beg your pardon?’ said Plaga” I'm referring to the fact that the only people setting within thirty feet of
me are Vainmill officerswho seem determined to greet melike along-lost brother, and a number of
suggestively dressed prodtitutes.”



“Asamatter of fact, more than half of our progtitutes are males,” replied Plaga, making no attempt to
dispute his charge.

“Ah—but they might look like customersif they got into the picture.”
“Possibly the women will look like patrons,” suggested Plaga.
“Unquestionably,” replied Gold ironically.

“Instead of studioudy ignoring them, you might strike up a conversation or two. Who knows?'Y ou might
make some converts.”

“I'll choose my own converts, thank you,” said Gold.

The two faeriesjoined the growing crowd in the grandstand, and Gold turned his attention back to them.
“Dothey havewings?’ he asked at last.

“Who?’ asked the Stedl Buitterfly.

“Thefaeries”

“No. Why?’

He shrugged. “ They look like they should.”

Suddenly there was abrief commotion at the far end of the Mall, and then atrumpeted cdl to the post
was piped in over the sound system.

“Ladiesand gentlemen,” said an unseen announcer, “if you will direct your attention toward the starting
gate, you will seethefirg of the two contestants coming onto the track.”

Gold looked off to hisright.
“| can't seeathing,” hesaid.
“Here” said the Sted Buitterfly, handing him atiny pair of binoculars. “Usethese”

He held them up to his eyes and focused on the large, deek chestnut colt which wasjust emerging from
an unseen lift and stepping onto the dirt surface.

“Wecometo thefirg running of theVelvet Comet Chalenge Cup,” continued the announcer.

A gray-haired woman suddenly approached the crowded grandstand, and anumber of Vainmill
executivesimmediately moved over to make room for her.

“Interesting,” commented Gold softly, as she climbed up into the grandstand.
“What is?" asked the Sted Buitterfly.

“That's Fiona Bradley, the head of the Resource and Development Division.”
“What's o interesting about her?’

“Shewas late for the prayer breakfast this morning, and nobody even stood up when she entered the
room,” said Gold. “Now they suddenly part before her like the Red Sea.”



“Do you draw some conclusion from this?” she asked him.
“No,” hereplied. “But itis interesting.”
He put the binoculars back up to his eyes and looked down the track at the chestnut colt.

“Thisyear's Chalenge Cup, which will be presented to the winner by Doctor Thomas Gold,” said the
announcer, emphasizing the name, “features two of the greet horses of the late twentieth century.
Currently on the track, wearing the blue-and-gold silks of the Quantos Corporation, is Secretariat. Like
hisriva, hewill carry one hundred and twenty-six pounds today.”

He droned on and on, listing the accomplishments of the originad Secretariat, the two previous
|aboratory-created duplicates, and the present version. “This Secretariat is currently three years and eight
monthsold.”

“Ian't that awfully young?’ asked Gold, curiousin spite of himsdf.

“Actually, | gather that he's dready nearing the end of his career,” said the Sted Butterfly. “1sn't he
beautiful ?”

“Very.” Gold paused. “Where's the other one?’
“I imagine hell be dong any moment,” she said.

Helooked down the track and saw a dark, muscular colt prance onto the dirt, his powerful body
lathered with swest, his groom frantically holding on to hisbridle in an attempt to stop him from running
off.

“It's not going to be much of arace,” remarked Plaga. “ That animal is having a nervous breakdown.”

The dark horse shook hishead, failed to didodge the groom, then spun in atight circle, lifting the groom
completely off the ground while the jockey clung helplesdy to his neck.

The announcer spoke up again. “ Stepping onto the track in the cerise and white diamonds of the Seballa
Cartdl is Sedttle Sew.” He went on to recite the colt's record, pointing out that due to a record-keeping
error he had merely been named Sesttle during histwo most recent incarnations. The current version, he
informed the crowd, had just turned four years old the previous week. The experts, he concluded, still
hadn't decided whether he was officidly black or dark brown, the ditinction having something to do with
the color of the hairs on hisnodrils.

Suddenly Gold was aware of Titaniastanding in front of him, whistling melodically and making anumber
of graceful but incomprehensible gestures with her hands.

The Sted Butterfly asked her to repeat what she had done, then nodded, and Titania headed back to her
sedl.

“What wasthat all about?” asked Gold.

“Ithink she just bet me two hundred credits that the black horse beats my red one,” said the Stedl
Butterfly. “I suppose I'll find out for sure once she picks up her trandating device.”

Gold watched the little dien'sretreating form.

“Prodtitutionand gambling? TheComet seemsto speciaize in corrupting innocence, beit mechanicd or
dien”



“Itsonly fair,” replied the Sted Buiterfly amiably.

“She's certainly corrupted enough of our patrons.”

“Diggudting,” muttered Gold.

“But pretty,” added the Stedl Buitterfly as Gold continued to watch the petite fagrie.

Hustered, he salf-conscioudy turned his attention back to the horses, which were cantering up and down
the track as the announcer explained that thiswas not the race itself, but merely abrief warming-up
process.

“Which one do you like, Doctor Gold?’ asked Fiona Bradley, leaning forward from her position directly
behind him.

“I have no opinion.”

“All for the best, | suppose,” shereplied. “1've never been to ahorserace, but | imagine the trophy
presenter should beimpartia.”

“Which onedoyou like?" asked Plaga.
“Oh, thered one,” said the gray-haired executive. “ He's absolutely gorgeous.”
“They both look pretty much diketo me,” said Gold.

“Surely you can't mean that,” interjected Plaga. “ The black onelooks like he's going to start foaming at
the mouth any second.”

“Perhaps he'sjust anxiousto run,” said Gold.

“With that lather al over him?’ said Plagasmugly.

“He's dready burned up more energy than hell useintherace.”

“If you say s0.”

“You think otherwise?’ perssted Plaga.

“I don't know anything about horseracing.”

“Then perhaps you'd like to make asmall wager, so you'll have arooting interest.”
“No, thank you,” said Gold. “And | dready have arooting interest.”
“Oh?Which one?’

“Theoneyou'redl rooting againgt, of course.”

“Would you careto put one hundred credits on that?’

“I don't believein gambling.”

“Not even asmadl friendly bet?’ urged Plaga.

“You arenot my friend.”



Plaga glanced questioningly at Fiona Bradley, but her attention seemed focused on the two horses.
“Wadl,” he said condescendingly, “if you haven't the courage of your convictions...”

“I have dways had the courage of my convictions,” said Gold. “ That'swhy you invited me up here, in
caseit'sdipped your mind.”

“Then why not just admit the red horse looks better to you?’
“He doesn't.”

“Of course not,” said Plagawith heavy sarcasm.

“Areyou cdling mealia?’

“Certainly not,” said Plagawith false assurance. “If you don't want to bet with me, there's no law that
saysyou haveto.”

“Mr. Plaga, my rdligion doesn't dlow meto wager,” said Gold coldly. “On the other hand, it also
instructs me to puncture pomposity and hypocrisy wherever | may find it. Y ou know no more about
horseracing than | do, and you have been trying to goad me into entering a contract that is contrary to my
convictions. Therefore, since | must either enter atransaction or back down before my enemy, | agreeto
invest one credit on the black horse.”

“Only one?’ laughed Plaga.

“Isit the transaction that isimportant to you, or the amount?’

Pagagrinned. “Doctor Gold, you've got yourself abet.”

“No,” said Gold. “Betting implies the eement of chance. | have an investment.”
“Y ou seem awfully confident,” interjected the Sted Buiterfly.

“The Lord ismy shepherd. Hewon't let melose”

“Not even one credit?’ she asked with an amused smile.

“Not even one credit,” he replied with conviction.

“How comforting to know that God ison your side,” said Plaga.

“Godisnt onmy sde; I'm onHis.”

“A subtledigtinction.”

“Not to Him, itisn't,” replied Gold.

“Shdl we let the Sted Buiterfly hold the stakes until the raceisover?” suggested Plaga.

Gold looked directly into Plagas eyes. “You'll forgive meif | refuse your offer, but | have no doubt that
you gtill have anumber of camerastrained on me, and | wouldn't want anyoneto think that | was
concluding one of theVelvet Comet 's more mundane business transactions.”

The executive flashed him an unembarrassed smile, and turned his attention back to the track.



At last the two colts had begun gpproaching the starting gate, and the crowd quickly became silent, finaly
interested in the proceedings.

“I should have given you odds,” chuckled Plaga, as Seettle Slew reared up behind the gate.
Gold made no comment.

The announcer concluded his pre-race commentary by listing al the various mile-and-a-quarter records,
qudifying them by world, gravity, oxygen content in the air, and weight carried by each horse.

The two coltswalked into the gate. An ingtant later abell rang, the doors flew open, and Sesttle Slew
quickly assumed acommanding lead.

“Possbly | should have givenyou odds,” remarked Gold.
“They've got along way to run yet,” said Plaga confidently.

The black colt in the lead seemed to be continualy demanding more rein from hisjockey, asif therewere
nothing in hislife that he cherished more than piercing ahole in the wind. The chestnut, after theinitia few
seconds, fdll into stride behind the leader, loping dong with no apparent effort.

“Exciting, isn't it?’ asked the Sted Butterfly.
Gold made no reply.

Asthetwo colts passed the hafway point in the race, Secretariat's jockey tapped him once with the
whip, and the chestnut colt surged forward. Hislong strides quickly ate into the margin between himsalf
and the free-running leader, and he pulled to within half alength of the burly black colt.

“Here he comes!” cried the Sted Buiterfly, asthe members of the crowd started screaming the names of
the horses.

Sesttle Slew'sjockey asked his horse to respond, and the black colt shot forward, findly freed of all
restraint, and opened the lead to alength once again, hisflying hooves besting arhythmic tattoo on the
dirt flooring. Twice more during the final two hundred yards Secretariat pulled to within amost even
terms; twice more Seattle Sew dug in and refused to let hisriva go by. Asthey thundered past the
grandstand and the finish line, necks extended, muscles straining, the lathered black colt il clung
tenacioudy to his narrow lead.

“Shit!” muttered Plaga disgustedly.

“Well, Doctor Gold, | guess Gustave owesyou acredit,” said the Sted Bultterfly, exhilarated by the
contest she had just witnessed despite the defeat of her horse. She noticed that Gold was staring intently
at aspot near therail some forty yards before thefinish line.

“Doctor Gold?’ she repeated, touching him gently on the shoulder.
He straightened up abruptly. “Yes?”

“What did you think of it?’

“Therace?’ he asked.

“Of course”



“Very exciting,” hesaid unenthusiagticaly.

“Come aong Doctor Gold,” said Fiona Bradley, Sarting to climb down from the grandstand.
“I beg your pardon?’

“Y ou have to present the trophy.”

He nodded absently and followed her up to the presentation platform where they were joined by the
other division heads. The black horse was till aquarter of amile away, jogging dowly back toward the
grandstand, and Gold's attention wandered back to the same spot on therail.

“Y ou seem pensive, Doctor Gold,” said Fiona Bradley after amoment.

“Y ou'd think they would havewings,” he murmured wigtfully.

“Wadll, they certainly ran asif they did,” shereplied.

He stared &t her, surprised, for amoment, then quickly regained his composure.
“Didn't they, though?’ he agreed &t last.

Chapter 3

FonaBradley sipped her coffee and admired the view from her new apartment. Deluros V111 could bea
pretty overwhelming world from ground level, but from up here on the 142nd story of the Vainmill
Building, there was a certain ddlicate beauty to the thousands of towers and spiresthat pierced the blue

Xy.

The planet itself was the soon-to-be capital of the race of Man. No one knew quite when the government
would officidly abandon Earth for Deluros V111, but for al practica purposes the transition had dready
taken place. The planet had ten times the surface area of Man's birthplace, and was, gdactically
gpeaking, much morein the center of things. The planet's single city—which, strangely, had never been
given aname—covered every square inch of surface area, snaking through deserts and even connecting
the three mgjor continents by means of vast enclosed underwater thoroughfares.

Fonagazed out through thewall of windows, enjoying the view from thetop, figuratively and literdly.
Both were new to her, but she had been preparing hersdlf for them for years.

Findly sheturned her attention back to the business at hand, and activated her persona computer.
“I'm going down to eighty-six now,” she announced. “Hold al messages.”

“Regigtered,” replied the computer.

“Is Gugtave Plaga there yet?’

“Checking ... yes”

“Good,” shesad grimly.

“Will there be anything else?” asked the compuiter.

“Not right now.” She paused. “Y es. Get in touch with Miranda Torres and tell her that the interior
decorator she hired is unacceptable.”



“Would you like her to hire another?’
“I'll pick my own.”
She walked to her private elevator, waited for the doorsto dilate, and stepped into the compartment.

“Eighty-six,” she commanded, then turned to look out of the glass enclosure asit began its descent,
wondering why tradition had it that the chairman of Vainmill dways directed the immense corporation's
affairsfrom the eighty-sixth floor, and deciding that once her apartment had finally been decorated to her
tastesit would be time to make a break with that particular tradition. “We have arrived,” announced the
eevaor.

Fonawaited for the doorsto dilate again, then walked out into alarge, elegantly furnished office.

Gugtave Plaga, who had been waiting nervoudy for her, got to hisfeet and remained standing while she
waked across the plush carpet and seated herself behind the polished desk that had served some
twenty-six previous Vanmill chairmen, each of whom stared severdly out at Plagafrom holographson
thewdls.

“Please St down, Gustave,” said Fiona.

Paga sat down on ahard, uncomfortable chair, crossed hislegs, and tried unsuccessfully to assume an
ar of nonchalance. Fiona, Sitting in her own chair, swiveled dightly in order to face him directly.

“Gudtave,” shesaid at last. “I must strike you as avery stupid woman.”

Plagamade no reply, but shifted nervoudy in hischair.

“Did you redly think I wouldn't find out what you had done?’

“I'm not quite sure | know what you're talking about,” said Plaga.

She stared at him for along moment, while he tried to meet her eyes and shifted uncomfortably.

“Y ou have dmost single-handedly turned aminor irritant into amgor disaster,” shesaid. “You are avare
of that, aren't you?’

Plaga opened his mouth to protest, then thought better of it and remained silent.

“I did not spend two-thirds of my life reaching the chairmanship of Vainmill, only to presde over its
dissolution. Isthat perfectly clear?’

“You don't know dl thefacts,” he protested.
“Isthat perfectly clear?’ she repeated harshly.
“Perfectly,” said Plaga.

“Thomas Gold was the reason for my predecessor's downfal,” she continued. “Hewill not be the reason
for mine.” Shelooked directly at Plaga. “Just how long did you think you could keep this secret from me,
Gudave?’

“It was never intended to be a secret,” said Plagadefensively.

“Surely you didn't think you could keep it from the press?’



“I hadn't consdered it.”

“Thenwhy didyoudoit a al?’

“Executives are supposed to act on their own initiative,” said Plaga petulantly. “ That'sjust what | did.”
“And you saw absolutely no downsiderisk in arresting the entire Jesus Pure popul ation of Delvania?’

“You makeit sound enormous,” said Plaga. “ There are only twenty-seven of them—and one of themis
guilty of sedling Vanmill property.”

“Gudtave, youreafool,” she said coldly. “Two days ago we had oneirritating preacher whose capacity
to harm Vanmill or theComet was negligible. Today we have twenty-seven martyrs. Thereis nothing any
of them could have done that would justify their incarceration.”

“Y ou don'tknow what they did,” complained Plaga.

“Of course | know what they did!” she sngpped “ Do you think the chairman of Vainmill iswithout her
own sources of information”?”

“Then you know why | had them arrested.”

“Therewas never any doubt in my mind why you had them arrested,” said Fiona. “Y ou were guilty of a
catastrophic error in judgment.”

“Surely you don't propose that we smply turn ablind eye to the fact that one of our computers had been
robbed!”

“Anythingwould have been better than your particular reaction,” said Fiona. She activated her desktop
intercom. “Coffee.”

She waited for a secretary to enter the office with two cups of black coffee,
“Will you join me?’ asked Fiona.
“No, thank you,” said Plaga.

Fiona shrugged, waited for her coffee, took asip of it, and then turned her attention back to Plagaasthe
Ssecretary left.

“Gudtave, I've been listening to you and the rest of Vainmill's executives talk about Gold for the past five
years, and | must confessthat 1've never seen aproblem handled so badly from start to finish. Y ou till
don't know what kind of man you're up against.”

“Hesardigiousfanatic,” sad Plaga

“That'stoo smplistic an answer. Thomas Gold isan obsessve persondity. Hetruly believesthat his
actionsal stem from the purest of motives, and that he has a private pipeline straight from God's lipsto
his ear. He's d'so aman with atemper, who can aways find some means of justifying hisactions, no
matter how out of character they may seem. That'swhy | didn't stop you from goading him into making
that bet with you—I wanted to see how much abuse he was willing to take, and once he passed that
point | wanted to see how he matched his actions against his beliefs. It should have been apparent to you
from that oneincident aonethat thisisaman who will find away to rationalize anything he fed she must
do to obtain hisgods, and yet you continue to make the mistake of thinking that he can be placated, that
closing down amineon Belargo IV or donating ten million creditsto his church or setting up an Alien



Education Fund on Pollux IV will satisfy him and make him turn his attentions e sewhere. And,
predictably, he has taken every such gesture as asign of weakness. Y ou can't reach an accommodation
with aman likethis, you haveto fight him.”

“That'sjust what | wastrying to do!” said Plagain frustration.
“All right,” said Fiona. “Y ou fought him. Now suppose you tell me what you think you accomplished.”
“Itwasareprisd,” said Plagasullenly.

“And just what did you think areprisal would do?’” demanded Fiona. “Hasit harmed Gold in any way?
Hasit helped us? All you've doneis given him new fuel for hisfire, and forced me to humiliate myself and

Vanmill by publidy gpologizing to him.”
“But they brokeinto our computer on Delvanial” perssted Plaga.

“It was broken into,” she agreed, “but almost certainly not by any of the people you had arrested. If you
had examined their dossiers, as| did, you'd know that none of them had the necessary skill to pull off a
joblikethat.”

“Evenif youreright,” said Plaga, “it seemslikely that they commissioned the job. | thought we might get
to them before they had a chance to pass the information on to Gold.”

“That's the stupidest thing you've said yet!” she exploded. “ Gold or one of his representatives had what
they needed ten minutes after the theft. Y ou didn't authorize any arrests for twelve hours.”

“| wastrying to savetheComet ,” repeated Plaga stubbornly.

“Y ou haven't heard aword I've said, have you? Gold doesn't give adamn about theVelvet Comet ! It's
Vanmill hesefter.”

“The stuff he stole can only be used againgt theComet ,” persisted Plaga.

Fonasghed wearily. “How can you be so foolish when you're trying to be so clever, Gustave? If hejust
wanted to close down theComet , held lobby to make progtitution illegal in the Deluros system, held
preach more about the immorality of sex without marriage, and if he got desperate enough, held find a
way to plant abomb up there. But look at what he stole: holographic records of the faeries’ training
sessons at Sumal's school, and copies of their contracts. He wants to destroy Vainmill because of our
exploitation of aien races, theVelvet Comet isjust atemporary battlefield. In fact, he expectsusto close
it down in exchange for his moderating his attacks againgt us.”

Shefinished her coffee, then continued: “Thomas Gold himsdlf isamild irritant—or &t least he was until
you decided to make Vanmill policy. The holographic footage he's got will be an embarrassment, though
if heusesit unwisdy it will probably do us as much good as harm, people being whét they are. But
irritants and embarrassments are one thing, and disasters are another. Arresting the entire Jesus Pure
population of Delvaniaisadisaster.”

“Then | supposewed better set them free,” said Plagagrudgingly.

“I gavethe order six hoursago. Vainmill has dso agreed to pay each of them haf amillion credits asfull
settlement for any grievancesthey may have over their treatment.”

“That'sblackmail!” protested Plaga.



“It'spragmatism,” shereplied. “I had our attorney offer them the moneybefor e they thought of making
any demands, in exchange for their written agreement not to make any in the future.” She paused. “My
next step, after | leave this office, will be to go down to our holo studio on the forty-third floor and tape a
public apology for Vainmill's actions.”

“Do you think that'swise?’ asked Plaga.

“I think it's essential,” answered Fiona. She stared meaningfully a him. “| aso intend to state that the man
responsiblefor thisregrettable incident has been fired.”

“That'snot far” said Plaga.

“Wasit fair of you to arrest twenty-seven innocent people?’ asked Fiona. “ Or to usurp my authority less
than aweek after 1'd been elected chairman?’

“But, damnit, | didit in the best interests of Vainmill!”
“I know,” answered Fonacamly. “That'swhy I'm firing you.”
“I don't understand,” said Plaga.

“If you had been trying some power play to take the company away from me before I'd learned my way
around the jaob, it would be understandable. Not forgivable, but understandable. And if | thought you
were doing thisjust to impress me with your initiative, eventhat would be understandable, though, of
course, | would have had to let you go anyway. But | truly believe that you thought you were doing
something beneficid to Vainmill, and such incredibly poor judgment is perhapsthe worst Sin an executive
can commit: it cannot go unpunished. And our little conversation has convinced me that you would be
guilty of any number of equally embarrassing and ill-conceived blundersif | alowed you to remain with
the company.”

“And what about you?’ demanded Plaga hotly.

“I am responsible to our Board of Directors, and | am exercising such damage control as| can before
they ask for my resignation aswell.” She paused. “1 believe that concludes our business, Gustave. Y our
accrued profit-sharing has been deposited in your persona account, and | have instructed the comptroller
to pay you through noon today. | redlize that a generous severance settlement is customary in such cases,
but frankly, you don't deserveit.”

“I'll suefor it,” threatened Plaga.

“‘That'syour privilege,” replied Fiona. “Y ou know how to get in touch with our legd department.” She
checked her timepiece. “ And now, if you will excuse me, | have a considerable amount of work to do,
most of it caused by you.”

She sared emationlesdy at him until he finaly rose and walked to the door.
“Thisisn't over yet!” Plaga promised.

“It was over, Gustave, the day that you came to the erroneous conclusion that Thomas Gold thought like
you, and could be bought or bullied like you.”

He muttered something that she couldn't quite hear and stalked out the door.

She swivded in her chair and looked out the window. This one didn't afford her the view that she had



from her gpartment. From the eighty-sixth floor, the city seemed to be nothing but an enormous expanse
of nearly identicd office buildings, many of which flew their company colors from scores of flagpoles. She
preferred the view from the 142nd, where the glass towers resembled stately minarets of ancient days.
Stll, the eighty-sixth was where the ultimate power of Vainmill was concentrated, and it was from here
that shewould exerciseit, a least until she finished converting her gpartment. With asigh, sheturned
back to her desk and activated an intercom.

“All right,” she said. “Y ou can comein now.”

A moment later Richard Constantine entered the office and walked directly to achair. Hewas arotund,
balding, conservatively dressed man in hisearly thirties, who seemed totaly unprepossessing until one
looked into his shrewd, metalic eyes.

“| assume you saw the whole thing on your monitor?” asked Fiona.
Henodded. “Yes.”

“Good. That saves methe trouble of recounting it.” She looked across her desk at Congtantine. “Y ou've
probably guessed why you're here?’

“Y ou want meto take over the Entertainment and Leisure Division,” he replied with conviction.
Fonanodded. “That's correct. | must say that you don't look very happy about it, Richard.”
“Nobody's very happy when he's presented with aticking bomb—even one that's been gift-wrapped.”

He leaned back on his chair. “ Entertainment and L e sure makesless money than any of the other
divisons, and it has ten times the problems—and that'swithout Tom Gold taking potshots at it.”

“It'sonly temporary,” she explained. “ Just long enough to get things straightened out.”

“Youresure?’ he said dubioudy. “The éttrition rate for Entertainment and Leisure presidentsisn't exactly
asecret.”

“Richard, you're my most trusted assistant. | have no intention of marooning you in Entertainment and
Leisure. | need you too much right here.”

“Then why not give it to someone e s2?’
“Because, asyou said, it'saticking bomb. | want to make sureit's properly dismantled.”
“Let meget thisgtraight,” he said. “ Areyou referring to the division or to Tom Gold?’

“Tothedivison, of course” replied Fiona. “ Asannoying as Thomas Gold is, he'sfar from Entertainment
and Leisures only problem. Our hotel chainin the Quindlus cluster islosing an enormous amount of
money, two of our video networks have been mismanaged amost into bankruptcy, our hedth spas are
down thirty percent thisyear—and, of course, there's no telling how many of hisunderlings share
Gustave's unique gpproach to problem-solving. Asfor the divisonitsdf, | have no intention of dismantling
it; if 1 did, I would have given it to Mildred Nambuta.Her job iskilling companiesthat | don't want to be
bothered with; yours is saving them.”

“How long will | bethere?’ asked Congtantine.

“Until thejob isdone,” she answered. “| want to totaly reorganize Vainmill, to make the various divisons
less autonomous than they've been in the past. | want you to atack the mgjor problemsin Entertainment



and Leisure, get rid of the deadwood, and when everything isin place | dso want you to suggest a
permanent successor. | would guessyou'll have everything in order within ayear—and | will be serioudy
displeased if it takes more than ayear and ahalf.”

“And then?’ he asked, staring directly at her.
“And then, if you've done agood job, therewill be rewards.”
“Wadl,” hesaid, relaxing, “you've never lied to meyet.”

“| was wondering when you'd get around to remembering that,” said Fiona. “Now try to look alittle

happier.”
“I wasn't aware that looking happy was ajob requirement,” he said sardonically.

She amiled a him. “From your expression, one would think | was sending you off to manage some
theater on the Outer Frontier. Redlly, Richard, you should be flattered that | trust you to take charge of
the Stuation.”

“I'd be even moreflattered if you gave me Acquisitionsor Finance,” he said, returning her amile.

“Y ou'd be wasted there. Y ou're my troubleshooter, so it's only natura that | should send you to the most
troublesome division we have.” She paused. “I'll have to get the Board's approval to make it officia—but
| hardly think they'relikdly to refuse my request aweek after electing me.”

Her intercom beeped twice.
“Yes, Marina?’ she said, asthe hologram of her persona secretary appeared afoot above the desktop.

“I've contacted Y akim Keno, as you requested,” said the dark-haired woman, *and he has agreed to
direct you. Heswaiting in the studio right now.”

1] Gm.”

“I've dso taken the liberty of sending for your makeup artist. Oh, and I've told Nina Reid that we'll want
to release copies of the tape to the media by midafternoon.”

“Excdlent. Tdl them I'll be down therein afew minutes.”
“Will you be giving any liveinterviews afterward?’

“No, | don't think so. Well let the statement stand aone, and hope some bank theft or murder knocks us
out of the headlines”

“Very good,” said the secretary, breaking the connection.

“Speaking of your statement, have you any particular advice concerning our friend Gold?” asked
Congantine.

“What doyou think we should do, Richard?’ she asked.
“Nothing,” he replied promptly.
“Absolutdy nothing?”

He nodded. “ Sometimes nothing is the very best thing to do.” He paused. “ Theré's no sense demanding



the holos back; hell never return them, and we don't want him to think they're that important to us. Also,
if we attack him for stedling them, we'd make him look like some kind of hero.”

“I quite agree.” She amiled. “Y ou know, you redlyare theright man for the job, Richard.”
“I never said | wasn't. I'd just rather workhere , where the power is.”

“Youll find theré's sufficient power to be wielded as acting president of Entertainment and Leisure,” she
assured him. “Including the power to ignore an annoyance like Thomas Gold.”

“Then that'sour officid policy?’

“From thisday forward,” she agreed. “No matter what Gold demands, we won't decommission the
Comet , nor will we offer any other concessonsto him. Vainmill has made its last attempt to bribe him or
otherwise purchase his goodwill or benign neglect. Thomas Gold is an unyieding man, and we will
therefore indulgein no moreill-fated attempts to make him yield.” She paused and leaned forward over
her desk. “Once | tape my gpology, heisanonperson. If anyone asks our opinion of him, wethink he's
an honorable man with whom we have an honorable disagreement. Also, we enjoyed his company on the
Velvet Comet and hope to meet him there again in the future. If no one asks, we won't even volunteer
that much.”

“Let'shopeit'sthat easy,” said Congtantine.

“It will be—at least forme . Therésaminers strike on Praesgpe | that's costing us tens of millions of
credits per day, we're being sued by the Seballa Cartdl over anumber of tachyon-drive patents, there's
been amilitary takeover on Bowman X X111 that's frozen a considerable portion of our assetsin their
banking system, and besides dl that, I'm gtill learning my job.” Sheamiled. “Yes, | think | won't have al
that much difficulty ignoring Thomas Gold. It may bealittle harder foryou , but that's what I'm paying you
for.”

“I don't know exactly what was on those holos that he swiped. Once they're released, how much
damage can they do us?’

“I haven't seen them ether,” admitted Fiona. “I gather they're quite pornographic, and that there are
hours of them. They might do us some damage—but nothing fatal, | assure you. It took three hundred
yearsto build the Vainmill Syndicateinto what it has become; no one man isgoing to bring it down.
Vanmill will ill be going strong after you and | and Thomas Gold have dl reverted to dust.”

“I suppose there's aways a chance that the holoswill backfire on him, too,” commented Constantine
thoughtfully. “ Delurosis a pretty sophisticated world. He might bring usin more business than he scares
away.”

“Perhaps,” said Fionadubioudy. She paused. “| can't tel you how much | didike the notion of those little
aiens being the center of this controversy. | would never expect Doctor Gold to bdlieveit, but | find
Vanmill's higtorica treatment of diensas distasteful as he does”

“Y our feelings about the subject notwithstanding,” said Constantine carefully, “1 don't see how we can
get rid of the fagriesfor the foreseeable future. 1t would seem asif we were cavinginto him.”

“I know,” she said, her face set and hard. “ Thomas Gold isn't the only person who can't be bought or
intimidated. Whatever | decideto do about Vanmill's exploitation of diensin the future, it won't be
because of any pressure that he triesto bring to bear ontheissue.” She paused. “In fact, that wasthe
very first problem | had hoped to attack as chairman—and though Thomas Gold will never believeit, he



and he doneisthe reason that I've put the project on an indefinite hold.” She glanced at her timepiece.
“Speaking of the estimable Doctor Gold, | seethat I'm aready overdue at the studio.” She got to her
feet. “As soon as1'm through down there, I'll inform the necessary parties that you are the acting
president of Entertainment and Leisure.”

“Then | guess 'd better get started on my homework,” said Congtantine. He looked thoughtful. “I'll give
Plagathe rest of the day to clean out his office before | move in, which meansit might be alittle awkward
to Start tapping his computer files until Security gets a chance to change the Priority Code on them.” He
paused. “I suppose | can start going over whatever we've got on Gold. We may be officialy ignoring
him, but aslong as he'snot likely to return the favor | ought to learn everything | can about him.”

“A good idea,” she agreed, walking to the elevator.

“He's got to have aweaknesssome where.”

“Most men do,” said Fiona, commanding the doorsto open. “ Even amora man like Thomas Gold.”
“I like moral menthebest.”

“Oh?" she said, stepping into the devator. “Why isthat?’

Congantine amiled. “ They aways make the loudest crash when they fdl.”

Chapter 4

Christina Gilbert looked up from the newstape she had been viewing and saw her father and her
five-year-old son enter the small gpartment, hand in hand.

“Hi,” shesaid. “You look exhausted.”

Gold walked over to an easy chair and plopped down onit.

“I am,” hereplied. “I must be getting old.”

“You'relate,” she noted. “We were starting to worry about you.”

“Therewere anumber of new exhibits” explained Gold. “ They've even added apair of tigersfrom Earth
itsdlf.” He watched with aweary smile as his grandson began enthusiagticdly reciting dl the wondershe
had seen.

Chrigtinalistened to her child for amoment while Gold put hisfeet up on ahassock, then sent the boy off
to wash his hands and change his clothes.

“He seemsto have had agood time,” she said when he had |eft the room.
“Weboth did,” replied Gold. “The zoo isawonderful placeto take children.”
“I aways suspected it might be,” shereplied with asmile,

Gold sghed. “1 know. | wish | had had more time to spend with you and your brother when you were
growing up, but | felt called upon to do the Lord'swork.”

“You ill do.”

He nodded. “But age and gravity catch up with al of us sooner or later. I've dowed down.”



“I wonder if the Vainmill peoplethink so,” she said with an amused smile.

“They'rethe enemy,” hereplied. “ They get my adrendineflowing. I'm like an athlete who's nearing the
end of hiscareer: | can get up for the big games, but | coast too much of thetime.” He paused, anironic
expression on hisface. “ Still, even coasting can find some favor in the eyes of the Lord. More than
halfway through my life I've discovered the joy of being agrandfather.”

Chrigtinalaughed doud and shifted her position on the well-worn sofa. “1'd say you're coasting about as
much asthat Sesttle horse did last week.”

“What do you know about that?" asked Gold, surprised.

“The holos of the race were broadcast on al the networks,” she answered. “I gather that it wasthe
gporting highlight of the month, except for acouple of prizefights.”

“Evenout inthe Albion Cluster?’

She nodded. “We're not quite the uninformed rustics that my brother ssemsto think we are.”
“Did they show the trophy presentation?’ asked Gold.

Chriginanodded. “In dl itsglory.” She paused. “Fiona Bradley doesn't look all that formidable.”
“Shewon't be after thisFriday,” predicted Gold confidently.

“The madam looks like an interesting lady, though,” she continued in a bantering tone.

“Sheian't. She'sjust abusinesswoman who doesn't seem to redize that she'sworking for Satan.”

“Anyway, it was an exciting race. | think | could becomeafan.” She smiled mischievoudy. “Simontdls
me that you won abet on it. He sounded very disapproving.”

“Y our brother talkstoo much,” said Gold. “It was done to put arather nasty man in hisplace, and I've
gpologized to God for it.” Gold grimaced. “But sometimes Smon isalittle lessforgiving than the Lord.”

“Only sometimes?’ she said sardonicadly. “He must beimproving.”
Gold chuckled. “What can | say?| wanted agodly son to carry on my work. | got one.”
She shook her head. * You'regodly. Smon's just a pomjpous ass.”

“Yourewrong,” said Gold, suddenly serious. “He's abetter Chrigtian than | am. If | seemed critical of
him, it'sthe sin of envy; | compare mysdf with him and wish | had his dedication.”

“Wdl,l compare him with you, and wish he had your humanity,” responded his daughter earnestly.
“If FlonaBradley could hear you say that, sheldd probably put ahit out on him.”
“Vanmill doesn't actudly hire assassns, doesit?’

“Vanmill doeswhatever Vanmill thinksis necessary, whether it's eradicating entire dien civilizations or
bribing government officids or rigging eections.”

He noticed her sudden concern. “ There€'s no need to worry,” he said reassuringly. “Y our brother isone
of our best-kept secrets; | doubt that Vainmill even knows he exists.”



“| wasn't worried about Simon.”

“Don't worry about me, either,” said Gold. “I don't plan to die while | have so much of the Lord'swork
left to do—and if Godshould happen to decree my death, | guarantee that it won't be at the hands of
FionaBradley and her underlings”

“I hopeyoureright.”

“I know | am.” he paused. “By the way, where's your mother?’
“In the kitchen, getting up her courage,” said Chrigtina

“Why?

“While you were at the zoo with Jeremy, | spent the afternoon styling her hair, and now she'safraid you
wont likeit.”

“What difference doesit make?’ asked Gold. “Likeit or not, | gather I'm stuck withiit.”
“It metterstoher .

“Wadll, bring her in here and let's get it over with,” said Gold.

“Tdl her youlikeit,” said Chrigina

“If | do, I will.”

Christina seemed about to say something el se, changed her mind, and walked down a short corridor to
the kitchen. She returned amoment later with her mother in tow.

Corinne Gold was fifty-four years old, and the gravity that her husband had complained about was more
apparent on her. Gold thought of her as sturdy, but in truth she wasfat. A number of crooked teeth
which had gone uncorrected during her youth gave her lips a pursed, thoughtful look.

Shewore no jewelry, as befitted the wife of the leader of the Jesus Pures, and no attempt had been made
to fight back the rush of gray that had spread through her hair. But she was friendly, and pious, and
devoted to her husband and hiswork. And, for the moment, she wasvery nervous.

Gold stared at her for along moment, trying to get used to the wave in the front.
“We1?" sad Corinne anxioudy. “What do you think?’

“It'svery becoming,” helied.

“Then you're not upset?’

“Of course not. But it will take me awhileto get used to seeing you like this.”
“That's because you're conservative,” said Corinne, visbly reieved.

“Of coursel am,” replied Gold. “Thewhole purpose of my life has been to conserve what is good and
eradicate what isn't.”

“Wall, that'sone definition,” said Corinne. She turned to her daughter. “Y ou know, he still gets upset
whenever | rearrange the furniture. | can't even move the holos on thewalls.”



“And is everybody still forbidden to straighten up the mess on hisdesk?” asked Chrigtina

“Absolutely,” answered Corinne. She smiled at Gold. “ That's conservatism for you.”

Gold's grandson, freshly scrubbed, entered the room and held out his hands for Christinato inspect them.
“When'sdinner?’ he asked.

“Assoon asyour Uncle Simon arrives,” replied Corinne.

“How about Daddy?’ asked Jeremy.

“Hesworking tonight,” said Chrigtina

“Agan?’ said Gold. “I do believe he's going to make it through the entire two weeks of your visit without
once seeing Simon.”

“Judt tdented, | guess,” said Chrigtina.
“It redly isfor the best, Thomas,” added Corinne.
“Y ou know they'd just spend the night arguing.”

“One of these days I'm going to have to get the pair of them together and shake them each by the scruff
of the neck until they agree to behave like reasonable adults.”

“Thetimeto shake Simon by the scruff of the neck was twenty-five yearsago,” said Chrigtinadryly. “I
think you might find it a bit difficult these days.”

“I think I'll go set thetable,” said Corinne, who had long since realized that her children didn't like each
other, but still didn't care to hear them talk about it. “Would you like to help me, Jeremy? Y ou can tel me
al about the zoo.”

The boy shook his head.

“I redly think your grandmother needs your help,” suggested Gold gently.

“I'mtired,” said Jeremy, forcing himsdlf to yawn and stretch.

“Wdl, if you'rethat tired, maybe we'd better stay home tomorrow instead of going to the agquarium...”

He watched while Jeremy considered this statement, and then walked over to stand beside his
grandmother.

“I guessyou're not astired as you thought.”
“I guessnot,” agreed Jeremy, following Corinneinto the dining room.

“Last night hisleg wastoo sore, if | recal correctly,” commented Gold with asmile. “At least he's
cregtive”

“Y ou know, if Simon or | had ever pulled that routine on you, we'd have gotten aten-minute lecture
about lying, followed by a sound thrashing,” noted Christina

“I save my lectures and my thrashings for my enemiesthese days,” responded Gold. “Besides, he'sonly
fiveyearsold.”



“I don't remember that being five ever got us any specid dispensation when you wereraising us.”
Gold amiled. “ That's because children are for raising; grandchildren are for spailing.”
“Wadll, you're doing your best,” she laughed.

“Actudly,” said Gold with asigh, “when were not looking at animals or entertainers or athletes, | seemto
gpend most of my time explaining why hisrdigion forbids his eating dl the things he wants me to buy for
him.” He frowned. “There are more than two million Jesus Pures on Deluros; you'd think the concession
stands would take that into account.”

“They will, when theré's enough of ademand,” replied Chrigtina. “Don't forget: most of your followers
would sooner read the Bible than look at captive animals.”

“Most of them don't have five-year-old grandsons,” said Gold defensively. “I've never said that our lives
haveto bejoyless, just mord.”

“Wdl, now that they've seen holos of you sitting next to the Iron Moth, or whatever she calls hersdlf,
maybe they'll sart believing you.”

“The Sted Butterfly,” he said wryly. “I wish | knew how they decide upon their names up there. Do you
know what the Chief of Security isnamed?’

“What?’

“Attilal And one of the prostitutes was named Perfumed Garden.”

“I wonder what it represents?” mused Christina

“I hope | never find out,” answered Gold. *Y ou know, even the computer has aname.”
“Redly?What isit?’

“Cupid, of dl things.”

Shelooked at him for amoment, asif weighing her next satement.

“Whawas it like up there on theVel vet Comet 7’ she asked at last.

Hefrowned. “Why?’

“Just curiogity,” shereplied. “Hadn't you ever wondered before you got there?”

“Never once.”

“Wadll, | guessI'm just not asmoral asyou,” she said with asmile. “I'm absolutely fascinated.”

Gold stared & her. “ Every now and then, when | least expect it, | find myself agreeing with Smon,” he
sadwryly. “I think Robert may be abad influence upon you.”

She returned his stare with no trace of uneasiness or embarrassment. “1 was curious about houses of ill
repute long before | married Bob. It's perfectly natural. Now why don't you tell me all about it?” she
coaxed him.

“Therésvery littleto tdl,” said Gold. “1 imagine you've seen advertisementsfor it.”



“Y ou're not getting off the hookthat easily.” She grinned. “ Come on, now—what'sitreally like?’
“Serioudy?’
“Serioudy.”

“All right,” said Gold. “I went up there expecting to find Satan, and | did. What | had forgotten was that
heisafdlenangd.”

“I don't think | follow you,” said Chrigtina

“I mean that everything that happens up thereismoral under certain circumstances. The pleasures of the
flesh are acceptable, even desirable, within the confines of marriage. And it's hardly sinful to est or shop
or be entertained or to work out in agymnasium or to watch a sporting event. But there comes apoint
when eating becomes gluttony, and seeking constant entertainment becomes doth, and spending money
on expensive presents becomes excessive and wasteful. It'sablurred line, and different for every man
and woman, and as aresult values get very confused up there. They make sin very comfortable.”

“I suppose people wouldn't Sinif it weren't comfortable, so to spesk,” offered Christina

“They makeittoo attractive,” said Gold. “Y ou asked about their names before. | suspect they dl take
such names becauseit lendsto theillusion they'retrying to create.” He paused. “ Don't forget: it isn't God
who isknown asthe Prince of Liars.”

“Are hdf of the prodtitutesredlly men?’

“All but two are Men.”

Chrigtinaamiled. “1 meant the gender, not the species”

“I havenoidea.” He glanced sharply at her. “1 trust thatyou have no idea, either.”

“What about thetwo diens?’ asked Chrigtina. “Do humans actudly go to bed with them?’
“Sol amtold,” said Gold, suddenly uneasy. “1 find the subject distasteful in the extreme.”
“I saw aholo of them after your sermon last Friday,” perssted Christina. “ Do they redly look like that?”
“I don't know what they looked likein the holo,” answered Gold.

“Likelittle pixies, with pointed ears and oversized blue eyes.”

“Something like that.”

“Isthat Slver hair they have, or isit feathers?’

“How should | know?’ he snapped. “1'm not one of their customers!”

“Don't be so touchy,” she said, ignoring his outburst. “I'm just curious aout them.”

“Thentieinto the main library computer and ask for data on the Andrican race of Besmarith 1. Youll
find out everything you want to know.”

“I'm notthat curious,” replied Chrigtina. “| just thought you might give me some details”

“Thesubjectisclosed,” hesaid. “I am not going to discuss or describe apair of aien prostitutes for your



“| resent that!”
He scrutinized her for amoment.

“Then| apologize,” hesaid. “It'sjust that | can't help fedling that I'm adding to their exploitation by talking
about them in this manner.”

“Accepted, asaways,” she said, walking over and kissing him on the cheek.
“Friends again?’ asked Gold.

She amiled. “If | can ask another question.”

“About theComet or the faeries?’

“The Sted Butterfly.”

He nodded. “ Go ahead.”

“What makes her do what she does?’

“What makes any snner Sn?’ responded Gold.

“But she looked so elegant and sounded so sophisticated, at least from what little they showed of her.
Surely there are other things she could do for aliving.”

“Not dl snnersareindegant and unsophigticated,” said Gold. “In fact, quite the contrary: a sophisticated
man can come up with one hundred well-reasoned humanistic rationalizations for assuaging his hungers at
the expense of his soul; the smple man isusualy better ableto differentiate right from wrong and act
accordingly. Asfor the Sted Butterfly, she doesn't think that being the madam of a brothel issinful. She
views making money as an honorable enterprise, and doubtless views her sexua technique as an art
form,

Which,” he added, “isthe problem with retiondizations. they work beautifully on Men, but God is not
impressed by them. Good and Evildo exigt, and dl the rationalization in the world will not turn animmord
act intoamora one.”

“Y ou're preaching again,” said Chrigtina, amused.
“It'swhat | do,” responded Gold. “It'swhat | am.”

Thefront door's computer lock clicked open, and Simon Gold entered the gpartment. He wastall, even
taller than Gold, and far more muscular. Everything about him seemed somehow severe: the cut of his
clothes, the style of hishair, the expression on hisface.

“Good afternoon, sgter,” he said formally.

“Hdlo, Smon,” answered Chrigtina. “We've been waiting for you.”
“Including your husband?’

“No. Bob's busy again tonight. He sends his apologies.”

He stared emotionlesdy at her for amoment, then turned to Gold.



“Y ou look tired, Father,” he said.

“I'mnot asyoung as| used to be,” said Gold. “Or elsethe zoo isalot bigger thanit used to be. Probably
both.”

“Possibly you should let the boy's father take him to the zoo while you concentrate on more important
things,” suggested Simon with no show of sympethy.

“I think not,” said Gold. “ Twenty-five years from now Robert can takehis grandchild to the zoo.”
“Doubtless,” replied Simon.

“How wasyour day?’ inquired Gold.

“Sdidfactory.”

“Did you get any more research done on your book?’

“Some”

“I didn't know you werewriting abook,” said Christina

“I'm not,” replied Simon. “I'mresearching abook. | won't begin writing it until sometime next spring. |
expect it to take about three years.”

“What's it about?’ she asked.
He merely stared at her.
Shegmiled. “Sily question.”

“I think you and your husband might derive some benefit from reading it onceit's completed,” said
Simon. “Especidly your husband.”

“HisnameisBob, and | don't tell him what to read,” she said heatedly.
“Perhaps you ought to,” said Simon.
“Comeon, Smon,” said Chrigtina. “I'm only going to be here afew more days. Let's not fight.”

“Asyouwigh,” said Smon, dismissing the subject and dl else hissster might have to say with asingle
shrug, and turning to Gold. “I waked past the Vainmill Building thismorning, Father.”

“And?’ asked Gold.

“They've changed the name of the prize from theVelvet Comet Chalenge Cup to the Thomas Gold
Chalenge Cup, and turned it into arotating trophy.”

“What's arotating trophy?’ asked Gold.

“Evidently they've made a duplicate for the owner of the winning horse to keep, but the origina ison
display in one of their ground-floor windows, dong with alife-sized holo of you, FionaBradley, and the
madam. Evidently the cup isto be presented every year.”

“Nobody ever said they were stupid,” commented Gold.



“Y ou should never have gone up therein thefirst place,” said Simon. “I warned you againgt it.”
“Of course| should have. Weve dready spent the money whereit will do the most good.”
“It may have done us more than ten million credits worth of harm,” said Simon.

“| doubt it,” answered Gold. “ Anyone who truly believes that holograph wasn't staged would believe the
worst of me whether | visited theComet or not.”

He paused. “ Besides, every now and then you have to beard the lion in hisown den.”
“It seemsthat there were alot more lionesses than lions.”
“Just what isthat supposed to mean?’ demanded Gold.

“Jesus may have stopped the masses from stoning a progtitute, but he didn't fed it incumbent upon
himself to vist her place of work,” said Simon. “Y our very presence aboard theVelvet Comet , no
matter how much they donated to the church, lendsan air of legitimacy to it.”

“You makeit sound like I'm one of their customers,” said Gold.
“Y ou madeitlook like you were,” said hisson.
“Weve been through al thisbefore,” said Gold.

“If 1 hadn't gone up there, | wouldn't have seen the diens, and if | hadn't seen the diens, | wouldn't have
found afocusfor my atackson Vanmill.”

“The end doesn't justify the means.”

“I'm getting tired of arguing thiswith you, Simon. Pure | went and pure | returned—and what | learned
while | wasthere will make my job much esser.”

“God'swork doesn't include visiting abrothd,” said Smon.
“No. But mine does, and ultimately | am aservant of the Lord.”

“Then you should haveacted !” said Simon passionately. “ Jesus threw the money-lenders out of the
Temple. You refused even to enter the casino.”

“I'm not Jesus,” replied Gold. “1'm simply aman, doing the best | can. They have three hundred security
guards up there. How many people do you think | could have thrown out of the casino before they

stopped me?’

“Y ou should have donesomething to show your disgpprova!”

“What wouldyou have done?’ asked Gold.

“I wouldn't have gonetherein thefirst place”

“Do you two go on like thisevery day?’ asked Christina, who had been asilent but interested spectator.
“Please don't interfere, Sster,” said Smon.

“Every day and every night,” answered Gold with arueful smile. “We have abasic disagreement. | want
to be the best man | can be. Y our brother wants me to be perfect.”



“The Word of God isn't subject to interpretation,” said Simon. “It'sright therein the Bible in black and
white. It may be aharsh and demanding Word, but it's God's Word nonetheless.” He looked directly into
hisfather's eyes. “ And the moment you start modifying it, or changing it out of expediency, then you have
perverted what you stand for and made it meaningless.”

“I can hardly argue with that,” agreed Gold. “It'sthe basis of my faith.”
“Then why did you act contrary to it?’ perasted Simon.

“Because I'm not perfect,” said Gold. “Because | can fight Evil much more effectively oncel know the
shape and face of it. And becauseif | didn't fight it inmy way, sooner or later you would fight it inyours,,
and it'smy duty asafather and a Chrigtian to spare you the pain.”

“Thereésno paininvolved in serving the Lord.”

“If that were 0, there would be noVelvet Comet or Vainmill Syndicate, and no one would ever ignore
the cries of the sick and the hungry,” said Gold.

“The path of righteousnessis many things, but it isnever easy.”

“All the more reason not to knowingly stray fromiit,” said Smon.

“Enough,” said Gold, and something in the tone of his voice seemed to Sartle his son.
“Asyouwish,” said Simon. He paused. “Will Mother need any help setting the table?’
“Shel'sgot some,” said Chrigtina.

Jeremy entered the room just then. * Grandmother says that we're dmost ready,” he announced. “Héllo,
UncleSmon.”

“Héllo, nephew,” said Simon. “Did you enjoy the zoo?’
The boy nodded his head. “Were going to the aguarium tomorrow,” he said happily.

“Have you ever been to one before?’” asked Simon, fedling dightly awvkward, as he dways did when
addressing children.

The boy shook his head.
“Neither havel. Let meknow if you enjoy it.”

“I'will,” promised Jeremy. “ And the day after, were going to the video studio, and I'll see Grandfather
give hisspeech.”

“Hissarmon,” Simon corrected him.

Jeremy began rattling off his agendafor the coming week, and amoment later Corinne reentered the
room. “Jeremy, | thought | told you to bring everyone back with you.” She flashed a smileto her son.
“Good evening, Smon.”

Simon stared at her for amoment.
“What happened to your hair?’ he demanded at last.
“I gyledit for her,” said Christina



“Harlots stylether hair,” said Simon. “Married women don't.”

“Thismarried woman does,” Corinnereplied.

“Myhair isstyled, too,” added Chrigtina. “ Are you calingme aharlot?’

“Y ou're wearing makeup, too, aren't you?’ said Simon, ignoring his sster's comments.
“Yes, | am,” hismother replied.

“Leaveher done” said Chrigtinahotly.

“Decent women don't paint their faces” said Simon.

“When I'min the sanctity of my own home, I'll wear what | like,” said Corinne. “And before you start
quoting what the Bible says about painted women, maybe you'd better reread what it says about
addressing your parents with respect.”

“I'm fully aware of what the Bible says onboth subjects” replied Simon. “ Evidently you are not.”
“That'senough, Smon,” said Gold ominoudly.
“Butyou above dl people should have forbidden thisl” complained Simon.

“It'snot up to meto forbidit,” said Gold. “Y our mother isafree agent. Besides, thisisavery little thing,
and it makes her happy—or at least it did until aminute ago.”

“Thereisno such thing asalittle sn,” said Smon. “Something isether anful or it'snot.”

“But thereissuch athing asfreewill,” said Gold. “And if thisiswhat your mother wishesto do, then |
support her right to do it.”

“And you don't disapprove?’
“| preferred it the old way,” said Gold. “ So what?’
“If you won't correct your own wife, what givesyou theright to try to correct Vanmill?” said Smon.

“Sinceyou ingst on speaking about me asif | weren't here, I'll makeit easier for you,” said Corinne
angrily. Shetook her grandson's hand. “Come aong, Jeremy. Y ou didn't come here to watch your uncle
gart afamily fight.” She turned on her hed and left the room, half-pulling Jeremy behind her.

“I think you owe her an gpology,” said Chrigtina.
“I think she owes oneto God,” said Simon.

“Y ou're both wrong,” said Gold. He waited until he had their attention. “Y our mother owesno one an
gpology. But you, Simon, have made avery decent woman unhappy. | think it's you who owes God the

qn| my.”

“Do you think God wants her painting her face and wearing her hair likethat?” said Smon. “If you truly
do, then I'll gpologizeto dl partiesinvolved.”

Gold sighed. “We lead aharsh, spare existence, Smon. | know that your mother likes music, and yet she
willingly cut hersdlf off from it when our doctrine was modified. Sheisavoracious reader, and yet our
religion severely limits her choice of reading matter.”



He paused. “Most men of my stature have impressive houses and a multitude of luxuriesthat go ong
with them; but because we pass most of our personal income on to the needy, we live in this apartment,
we use public trangportation, and when something breaks we repair it rather than replaceit. Y our mother
has precious few frivolous pleasuresin her life; why not dlow her thisone?’

“Y ou didn't answer my question,” said Simon.

“Surely you don't equate her hairdo with Vainmill's treetment of aliens or ownership of theVelvet Comet
7' sad Gold.

“You ill didn't answer me: Do you think God wants her wearing makeup and styling her hair?’
Gold stared at his son and sighed again. “No,” he admitted at last. “No, | don't.”

“Then I'll make no gpology.”

“And you wonder why Bob refusesto join usfor dinner!” said Chrigtina.

“Thetruth makes him uncomfortable,” said Simon.

“Youmake him uncomfortable,” replied Chrigtina. “ Theré's not an ounce of compassionin you.”

“Y our husband and | were both raised as Jesus Pures,” said Simon. “The only differenceisthat | don't
make any compromiseswith my beliefs”

“Neither doeshe!” she shot back heatedly.
“Oh, comeon,” said Simon. “He eats mest, he sings, he works on the Sabbath, he —"

“That'snot fair!” sngpped Chrigtina. “Y ou know why he does those things. HE's an exobiologist: he
gpends acongderable amount of histimein thefield with diens. There are some races that can only
communicate musically, just asthere are some that would be offended if he didn't share their food with
them.”

“That's no excuse for behaving contrary to the dictates of hisreligion.”

“Why, you pompous ass!” she exploded. “Y ou St around besating your breast about our shabby
treatment of aiens, and when somebody actually goes out and tries to do something about it, you climb
into you pulpit and condemn him! | don't haveto listen to thiskind of drivel!”

Shewaked out of the room.

“Do you plan to driveme out of the room, too?” inquired Gold dryly. “Or do you think you might cam
down alittle?’

“I'm perfectly cam,” answered Simon.

“Y ou seem to bein aminority,” remarked Gold.
“I will ask you again: wasanything | said fdse?”’
“No.

“Wdl, then?’

“Simon, | agree with you that there are no degrees of sin,” began Gold. “One either bresks God's laws



or one doesn't. But thereare degrees of commitment.”
“Commitment?’ asked Simon, puzzled.

“Commitment,” repeated Gold. “None of usis perfect. We all break God's laws, even you. But thereisa
clearly discernible difference between a FionaBradley, who has made a clear commitment to
perpetuating Vanmill's corporate sins, and your mother and brother-in-law, who are well-intentioned but
occasondly dip from Grace.”

“All of them arewrong,” said Simon stubbornly.

“True. But not dl of them are evil. Jesus could differentiate between a Magdaene and the Pharisees, |
think it's about time you learned to do the same. When your mother wears makeup every day, or Robert
eats steak and sings songs when heis not in the company of adiens, that will be ampletime to condemn
their soulsto everlasting perdition.”

“And if you don't stop Mother now, then the day will come when she paints her face every morning.”

“I ancerdly doubt it,” said Gold. “And if she does, then she will have made her choice and will haveto
suffer the consequences.”

“Sinisn't quantitative or quditative,” protested Simon. “It either exists or it doesn't—and if it does, then it
must be condemned.” He began pacing back and forth. “I'm only quotingyou , Father. Thisiswhat
you'vetaught me al my life. This has been a the heart of every sermon you've ever given!”

“I know,” said Gold.
“Then why are we having this disagreement?’

“Because God only created one perfect man, and | have a certain amount of compassion for those
imperfect creaturesthat | happen to love.”

“You love Robert?” said Simon sardonically. “Next you'l betelling me you love Fiona Bradley.”

“No, | don't love Robert,” said Gold. “I hardly know him. But | love Christina, and he makes her happy.
And | love Jeremy, and he helped to make Jeremy.”

Simon shook his head. “By the same token, you have to love Robert's mother and father, snce they
created him. Or, to take amore interesting hypothesis, what if Robert has amistress? If she makeshim
happy, then he in turn will be better disposed to make Jeremy happy. Should you love his mistress?’

“Of course not. Each of us hasto draw theline somewhere. I've drawn mine.”
“And | mine” said Smon stubbornly.

Gold shook hishead. “Y ou've drawn atight little circle that only has room for one personinit: Smon
Gold. And | have afeding you'll be harder on him than on anyone else when hefinaly fdlsfrom Grace”

“Hedoesnt havetofal,” replied Simon. “ Youdidn't.”
“I do every day,” said Gold. “The only difference between me and FionaBradley isthat | regret it.”
“There's another: you succeed in overcoming your wesknesses.”

“Not dways,” said Gold wryly. “In the heat of the moment | even made a bet on the horserace.”



“Soyou told me,” said Simon. “I think that supports my argument about theVelvet Comet . If even
Thomas Gold could fal prey to its siren song, then no mora man should ever set foot aboard it.”

“Perhapsyou'reright,” said Gold after some congideration.

“Well discussit further after dinner.” He got to hisfeet. “In the meantime, | think it'stime you made
peace with your mother and Ster. I'm getting hungry.”

“All right,” said Simon. He paused. “I redlly didn't mean to make her angry, you know.”

“I know,” said Gold. He put hisarm around his son's shoulders and had begun walking to the dining
room when the house computer announced that there was someone without the lock combination at the
front door. He began retracing his steps, only to find that Christina had gotten there ahead of him.

“Whoisit?" asked Gold after amoment, when nobody had entered the apartment.
Chrigtinaturned to him with apuzzled expression.

“Shewouldn't leave her name. She just placed thisin my hand and told me to make sure you got it.” She
held up asmall, flat package.

Gold waked over and took the package from her, examining it for writing or coding and finding none.
“What do you supposeitis?’ she asked, curious.

“Unless| missmy guess, it's the reason twenty-seven Jesus Pures were incarcerated on Delvania,”
answered Gold.

Her face reflected her interest. “Redly?’

“I can'timaginewhat elseit could be,” replied Gold. “Y ou're sure she didn't say anything edse?’
“Nothing.”

“Did shelook familiar?’

“No.”

Simon returned from the dining room. “What's going on?’ he asked. His gaze fell on the package. “Isthat
what | think itis?’

“Probably,” said Gold.

“Who ddlivered it?" continued Smon.

“I don't know. She didn't leave her name, and Chrigtinadidn't recognize her.”

“What'sinit?’ asked Chrigtina. “What's dl this about twenty-seven Jesus Pures being incarcerated?’
“TheVelvet Comet hasatraining school on Delvania,” began Gold.

“A training school 7’ repeated Chrigtina disheievingly.

Gold nodded. “ And in this schoal, dlong with dl the men and women, they have sx Andricans.” He
paused. “ Somebody—probably a Jesus Pure, though we don't know that for sure—found away to tap
into their computer on Delvania, and lifted copies of their work contracts, as well as some footage of the



more exotic training sessions they've been forced to undergo.

Vanmill responded by arresting the entire Jesus Pure colony on the planet, though they released them a
few hourslater.”

“Y ou had nothing to do with this?’ asked Chrigtina
“Of coursenot,” said Gold. “1'm offended that you should think otherwise.”

“I only asked because you know what'sin it, and you don't seem very surprised that it was ddlivered to
you.”

“I know what'sin it because a man named Gustave Plaga contacted me and accused me of having stolen
it,” said Gold. “Asfor my lack of surprise at recaiving it, I'm the logica personto giveit to. | can make
better use of it than anyone else can.” He stared at the package and frowned. “I don't approve of the
means by which it cameinto my possession, but it could be just the thing | need to get those diens off the
Velvet Comet and out of thetraining school.”

“I think you should returniit,” said Simon.
Gold shook hishead. “1've been looking for something like thisfor five years.”

“It'simmora materid, immoraly obtained,” said Simon. “If you haveto stoop to Vainmill'slevel, then the
battle is not worth winning.”

“And what of the fagries?” demanded Gold. “Should | just let them continue to work as indentured
progtitutes and forget about them?’

“Of course not. But if you're to wage God's battle, you must fight by God'srules.”
“God tdlsmeto fight injustice wherever | find it,” responded Gold firmly. “That'sjust what | planto do.”
“I think you're making an enormous mistake,” said Simon.

“I'd be making alessforgivable mistakeif | have the meansto free the Andricans from their servitude and
do nothing about it.”

“May | say something?” interjected Chrigtina.
“Go ahead,” said Simon. “Sidewithhim .”
“I think heswrong,” shereplied. Father and son both |ooked surprised.

Sheturned to Gold. “ This package contains stolen property. Since you had nothing to do with the theft of
thismaterid, your hands are clean. But the instant you try to useit, you might belegdly culpable.”

“It'sachancel'll haveto take,” said Gold. “However, | doubt that they'll prosecute; it would entail too
much additional bad publicity. Besides, when | makeit public, it will be analogousto ajournaist making
agtory public—even to the point of maintaining the confidentiality of my source, whose namel truly don't
know. What do you think, Simon?’

“Y ou know what | think.”

“I mean about the legd ramifications”



“I'm more concerned with the mord ramifications,” said Simon.

“If you see anumber of men abusing ahelpless child, and God placesasword in your hand, isit immoral
to useit?’ responded Gold.

“God didn't put that package in your hand,” said Simon. “A common thief did.”
“Or possibly adivindy inspired one,” said Gold.

“God cannot want Vanmill to continue subjugeating diens. Possibly this entire chain of eventswas His
doing.”

“Y ou don't know that.”

“Y ou don't know that it wasn't,” replied Gold. “I have been given the sword. | have to useit.”
“Youingst?" asked Smon.

“l do.”

“Then, if | can't dissuade you, at least let one of your subordinates examine the contents.”
“Why?'

“Because | don't think you should be forced to subject yourself to scenes of sexua degradation.”

“Nobody'sforcing me,” said Gold. “But if | gaveit to one of my assgtants,I'd beforcinghim.” He
dipped the package into a pocket. “Try to wipe that ook of consternation off your face. One would
think that this’—he patted his pocket—" was Pandora's Box instead of Joshua's Trumpet.”

“Let'shopeitisnt,” said Simon.

“Itisnt,” Gold assured him. “Now let's have dinner—I'm famished. Christing, go into the kitchen and ask
you mother to come out and join us.” He turned to Simon. “Persondly, | don't care whether you
gpologize to your mother for your behavior or not—but sheld betterthink that you're gpologizing.”

Gold's children accompanied him to the dining room, where Jeremy was playing with an eectronic toy. A
moment later Simon was carefully explaining to hismother, in the exceptionally precise language he used
for such occasions, just what it was that he hadn't meant, while Gold attacked his dinner and tried to
ignore the sudden surge of excitement he felt a the thought of reviewing the materid in the package.

Chapter 5
"Well, son of a bitch, it's old Good as Gold!"

Gold emerged from the seemingly endless|abyrinth he had been traversing and found himsdlf in astrange,
moonlit valey.

Insects roared like carnivores, snakes whistled like birds, carnivores grazed on purple grass, mermaids
dithered up trees, and gryphonswith gills swam in anearby brook.

Helooked down along, tortuoudy twisting path and saw asmall green imp sitting on the low-hanging
limb of agnarled tree.

“Who areyou?’ he demanded. “What are you doing here?’



“Cadm down, Tom baby,” said theimp, taking abite of an gpple. “ Otherwise you're going to have a
stroke, and no doubt about it.”

“I don't @pprove of your language,” said Gold severdly.
“Yeah?’ retorted theimp. “Wdll, at least I'm wearing pants.”

Gold ingpected himsdlf and found to his surprise that he wastotally nude. Heimmediately raced behind a
large flowering shrub to hide his nakedness, and bumped into anude girl with transparent wings. She
took onelook at him, giggled, and flew away.

“By theway,” said theimp, suddenly appearing beside him and swinging his enormous penislike alariat,
“I liedtoyou.”

Heflashed Gold atoothy grin. “Nobody wears pants around here.”

“I guess nobody does,” agreed Gold, staring at a Homerically endowed blue gnome that popped into
exisence afew yards away.

“Well, now that you're here, we've got thingsto do and placesto go,” said theimp. “How areyou at
riding unicorns?’

“I don't know.”
“Wadll, theres only one way to find out.”

Instantly Gold found himsdlf atop adeek, sweat-covered unicorn. It was dark, almost black, and seemed
tofight againgt hisredtraint.

“I've seen thisone before,” said Gold. “Inarace, | think.”
“Anything'spossible” said theimp. “Especidly around here.”

“Anyway, I've seen him,” said Gold, asthe dark unicorn began racing across the congtantly changing
landscape. Small trees swayed as he raced by them. “He was named for acity.”

“Enjoying theride?’ asked the imp, now half hisformer size, perching on Gold's shoulder.

“It feds... good,” said Gold thoughtfully, concentrating on the muscular body that was moving
rhythmically between his naked legs.

“Hold ill,” cautioned theimp.

“But | have to move as the unicorn moves,” explained Gold patiently, matching the motions of hisbody to
those of hismount. “Otherwise I'll fall off.”

“Y ou kegp moving like that and you'll wake Corinne,” warned the imp.
“Corinne? Whereis she?”

“Seeping right next to you. Snoring her head off, asusua.”

“I'll be quiet,” said Gold, <till moving hisbody in rhythm with the racing unicorn.

“Quiet'sgot nothing to do with it. Y ou keep moving and you'll wake that frigid bitch up and then youll
never get where you're going.”



“Don't talk about her like that!” snapped Gold. “ She's my wifel”

“Wdl, mercy mel” said theimp sarcadticdly. “ Aren't we high and mighty tonight? The famous Thomas
Gold can wak around naked and practicaly drill aholein my favorite unicorn's neck, and | can't tell him
the truth about hiswife. A thousand pardons, sahib!”

Gold found himsdlf on the ground again, his body once again coming under his control.

“All right, no unicorns” he said regretfully. “What now?’

“What do you suppose?’

“I don't know,” said Gold.

“Yourealiar,” replied theimp.

“I redly don't know.”

“If you redly mean that, pinch yoursdf and maybe you'll wake up.”

“No,” said Gold quickly, turning abright red and desperately willing himself to remain adeep.
“Then maybe I'll pinch you mysdlf,” said theimp, reaching for Gold'sgroin.

“No!” shrieked Gold, leaping back and sprawling on the grass.

“Such concern!” said theimp mockingly. “1 can't imagine why: you never use the damned thing anyway.”

“I'll bet he does,” said asultry voice, and Gold turned to find an enormous nude woman approaching
him. Her breasts practically blotted out the sky: and her legs were covered by hand-painted directional
arrows, dl pointing to her genitas.

“Helpmel” Gold cried desperatdly, reaching his hand out to the imp.

“Happy to,” said theimp. “I'll take the front, you take the back—or the other way around. Anything for a
pal

“Make her go away!”

“Nothing toit,” said theimp, waving hishandsin the air. “ Abracadabra”
The enormous woman kept approaching.

“Son of abitch,” said theimp with ashrug. “ That dwaysworked before.”
“Helpme!” pleaded Gold again.

“I thought God helped those who helped themsdlves,” remarked the imp with agrin. “Or isthat dll
bullshit?”

“Don't make fun of the Lord!” bellowed Gold. “That's blasphemous!”
“My apologies,” said theimp with asardonic bow. “I keep forgetting that you're amora man.”

Gold got to hisfeet and began running. As he did o, the ground became softer and softer, until hewas
miredin it up to histhighs. Helooked back and could find no sign of the gigantic woman.



“Wél done, Tom,” said the imp, suddenly appearing on his shoulder again. “ The Church Elderswould
have been proud of you.”

“Get meout,” said Gold.

“1 can't.”

“Y ou mean you wont,” said Gold bitterly, futilely attempting to move hislegs.

“Can't,” repeated theimp. “Y ou're stuck here forever.”

“But | ran away from her,” protested Gold. “1 turned my back on temptation. It's not fair!”

“Wall, it's easy to be mora when agiant wantsto useyou asadildo,” said theimp. “How are you with
people your own Size?’

“I've been agood husband,” said Gold. “I've never cheated. I've never known any woman but Corinne.”

“Lucky you,” said theimp, unimpressed. He waved a hand and a score of nude women appeared.
“What do you think, Tom baby?’

“I'm aGod-fearing, moral man!” cried Gold. “I can't be having adream like thisl”
“So you keep saying,” chuckled theimp.
“Takethem away!” said Gold, trying to ignore the sudden stirring in hisloins.

“Still too big for you?” asked the imp, as the women vanished. “How about something even smdler?” he
suggested meaningfully.

“No,” said Gold. “I'm adecent man. Why are you doing thisto me?’

“Thisisn't my dream, Tom baby; it'syours. I'm not doing athing.” Theimp seemed amused. “Now be
honest with me: you want to see what comes next, don't you?’

“No.”

“Tel thetruth and I'll Iet you out.”

“Yes” sad Gold, feding a secret excitement.

Suddenly two more green imps appeared, one of each sex.

“Beautiful, aren't they?” asked theimp.

“They look liketoads,” said Gold, strangely disappointed.

“Toads croak, Tom,” said theimp. He nodded his head, and the two imps began whistling melodicaly.
“I've heard it somewhere before,” said Gold. “It sounds beautiful .”

“Beauty isin the eye of the beholder, Tom,” said theimp.

“Tell mewhat you see”

Gold looked at the two imps again, and suddenly found himself staring at Oberon and Titania.



“| seetoads,” helied. “1 am aservant of God, and | seetoads.”

“Come closer, children,” said the imp, and the two faeries obeyed. “Now, take agood look at this,
Tom,” continued theimp, running his hand over Titanids breasts. “Doesthislook like atoad to you? No
wartsat dl.” Hedid hishand down over her belly and inserted afinger into her vagina. She giggled and
whistled a seductive tune. “Do you think | could do thisto atoad, Tom?’

“No,” said Gold hoarsdly, unable to move amuscle.

“Y ou've been looking for heaven too high up and too far away, Tom,” continued the imp. He withdrew
hisfinger and gave Titaniasvulvaafriendly pat. “It'sbeenright heredl dong.”

“Wewill both be stricken dead,” said Gold miserably.

“Youfor saying it and mefor listening.”

“Doesthisonelook like atoad, too?” continued the imp, fondling Oberon's penis.
Gold shook hishead. “Thisisimmora,” hesaid at lat. “I shouldn't be watching this.”
“Then close your eyes.”

“I can't,” said Gold, making afutile attempt to do so.

“I'll bet Simon could,” said theimp. “Couldn't he?”

“Yes” said Gold, feding totaly humiliated by the truth of hisanswer.

The imp took astep back, and Oberon and Titania began approaching Gold.
“Leavemeaonel” he shouted.

“Y ou don't mean that, Thomas,” said Titaniaand Oberon in unison, and he suddenly noticed that they
were no longer whistling but were speaking actua words.

“The Lord ismy shepherd, | shall not want,” intoned Gold, trying to ook to the sky but unableto tear his
fascinated gaze from the fagries.

“None of uswant Him, Thomas,” crooned Titania

“Get thee behind me, Satan!” screamed Gold.

“So that'stheway helikesit!” laughed theimp.

“Leavemedonel” sammered Gold. “1'm not an evil man! I've got to wake up!”
“Why?" asked Titania

“Why?" asked Oberon.

“Why, indeed?’ asked theimp.

“Because you want meto fdl from the path of righteousness.”

“Fdl fromit?’ chuckled theimp. “Youremired in it up to your knees.” He leered a Oberon and Titania.
“Admit it, now—wouldn't you liketo violate them? Just alittle?’



“Violate,” crooned Titania

“No!” cried Gold. He tried once moreto close his eyes, but found that they still wouldn't obey his
commands.

Two more nude faeries popped into existence.
“If you don't like them, how about us?’ they asked.
“No!”

Four more faeries suddenly appeared. “ Y oureright. They're no good,” they said, each mouthing aword
inturn. “Cometry us”

“Never!” yeled Gold. “I am aman of God!”

“You know, Tom,” said theimp, “I could make you agroup priceon dl eight.”
“Buy dl eight,” said Oberon enticingly.

Titanialicked her lipsdowly. “Violate,” she whispered.

“Once you've had them, the mystery will be gone,” said theimp, with the air of onewho knew. “The urge
will vanish, theflesh will be daveto the spirit once more, and you can destroy the ship—annihilateit.”

“Buy dl eight,” urged Oberon.

“Violate,” breathed Titania

“Annihilate,” promised theimp.

“Buy dl eght, violate, annihilate,” chanted thefaeries.

“Buy dl eight, violate, annihilate,” they sang over and over again.

“Stop it!” Gold managed to scream.

“Comeon, Thomas,” said Titania, striking an obscene pose. “ Theré's nothing to it but to do it.”
“I can't!” cried Gold. “I took avow of fiddity!”

“But you come here every night after Corinneisadeep,” perssted Titania.

“Never!” said Gold.

“Every night sincewefirst met,” said Titania. “Y ou may not remember it, but we do.”

“Bring Corinne along next time,” said Oberon with aknowing leer. “We can dl have aparty.”
“No!” screamed Gold. “ This has got to stop!”

“Then leave,” said theimp, vastly amused.

Gold tried to move and found that he was till pardyzed.

“I can't,” he said miserably.



“Then youll just have to take the consequences,” said theimp, licking hislips and fondling his penisagain.
“Doyou likemy eyes?” asked Titania

“My size?" asked Oberon proudly.

“My thighs?” asked Titania

“My lips?’ asked Oberon.

“My hips?’ asked Titania

“Oh, God, leave me aonel” whispered Gold, hoping they wouldn't hear him.
Titaniaagpproached him. “Just relax and enjoy,” she crooned, running her hands over his body.
“Evenif it'simmora,” added Oberon, joining her.

“Oh, yes, it'simmord,” agreed Titania, brushing her lips across Gold's.

“But enjoyable,” said Oberon.

“Enjoyable,” whispered Titania.

“But immoral,” whispered Oberon.

“What will people say when they find out?’ asked Gold. “What will they think of me? What will Corinne
think?’

“No onewill ever know,” said Titania, knedling down in front of him.

“I'll know. Even after | wake up, I'll know.”

“Theway you lieto yourself?” laughed theimp.

“Thistime'll know,” said Gold with conviction.

“Fat chance,” said theimp.

“And God will know,” said Gold, suddenly more terrified than he had ever beenin hislife.
“Then well invite Him to the party too,” said Oberon, knedling down behind him.

“No!” said Gold, horrified, asthe faeries’ hands and mouths continued to explore hisbody. “Thisis
wrong!”

“What hasright or wrong got to do with it?’ asked theimp. “ All that mattersisthat thisiswhat you
want.”

“Nol! It'snot what | want! It can't be what | want!”
“Then why do you keep coming back here night after night?”
“I don't!”

“Y ou don't what?’



“I don't know!” moaned Gold.

“I do,” giggled Titania. “It's the same reason you think about usfor hours every day.”
“Every day,” echoed Oberon.

“Hoursand hours,” said Titania

“Every day,” said thefaeries.

“I don't!”

“Youdo,” perssted theimp.

“Hardly ever,” said Gold, trembling.

“All thetime,” said theimp. “Would you like to know the reason why?’
“NO!” screamed Gold.

“What's the reason?” asked the faeries.

“What isit, Thomas?’ asked Oberon.

“What isit, Thomas?’ asked Titania

"What isit what isit what isit?” demanded the faeries.

“What isit, Thomas?’ asked Corinne, shaking him by the shoulder.
Gold sat up, his nightclothes drenched with sweet.

He looked around, panic-stricken, and as he dowly redlized where he was his breathing gradually
became normal.

“Areyoudl right?’

He nodded. “ Just abad dream,” he managed to muitter, painfully aware of the fact that he had an
erection. He kept hislegs bent beneath the covers so that Corinne wouldn't noticeit.

“Y ou've been having them for more than aweek, Thomas,” she said, her voice and face reflecting deep
concern. “Perhaps you should see adoctor.”

“I'll bedl right.”
13 But _”

“No!” he shouted. Then heredlized he had yelled at her, and he touched her hand, feeling none of the
electricity at the contact of flesh upon flesh that he had felt in hisdream. “I'm sorry. I'm still waking up.”

“Can | get you anything?’ asked Corinne.

“No,” hesaid, swinging hisfeet to the floor as hefelt his erection beginning to subside. “I guess|'vejust
been working too hard.”

“A deeping pill, perhaps?’ she suggested.



He had to restrain himsdlf from yelling at her again.

“No, thank you,” he said, forcing atight smileto hislips. “1 don't think | want to go back to deep just

“You'resure?’
“Pogtive”

“Wadll, | guess!'ll put on my robe and Sit up with you,” she said, getting up and starting to walk to the
closat.

“Don't bother,” hesaid. “I'll bedll right, | assure you.”
“It's no bother, Thomas,” shereplied. “1 love you. I'm happy to do it.”

“I' know,” said Gold. He stood up and ran his hands through his hair, then looked down ruefully at his
nightclothes. “I'm soaked,” he said. “1 think I'd better take a shower.”

“Will you be coming back to bed then?” asked Corinne.

“’Not right away. I'll probably do alittle reading.”

“But it'sthe middle of the night.”

“I'm not deepy. | think | heard once that kegping unusual hours was one of the banes of late middle age.”
“I never heard that,” said Corinne.

“Well, | think it'sgoing to be the bane of mine for thetime being.”

Shelooked a him. “I'm worried about you, Thomas.”

He walked over and kissed her on the forehead. “ Just pray for me,” hesaid. “I'll befine.”

Hefolded hisrobe over hisarm, |eft the bedroom, ordered the door to close behind him, and walked
down a short hallway to the apartment’s single bathroom. He commanded the door to shut and lock
behind him, ordered the shower to activate, and took off his nightclothes.

He stepped into the shower, scrubbed his body thoroughly, avoiding contact with his genitals, rinsed
himsdaf, muttered “ Off,” and reached for atowe asthe flow of water subsided.

Ashedried himsdlf, he dared alook into the mirror and found, almost to his surprise, that he hadn't
gprouted horns and atail since dinner. He leaned closer to the mirror and studied the face that stared out
at him. It was gaunt and strong, with frank brown eyes and ajawline that had become accentuated over
the years. Helooked for signs of the weakness that he feared, but couldn't detect it. It wasjust aface
like any other, alittle more distinctive perhaps, but in no way unique.

He sighed, donned hisrobe, ran acomb hafheartedly through his hair, and ordered the door to open. He
walked to the kitchen, decided that he wasn't hungry after dl, and wandered into the living room.

He picked up alarge, leather-bound copy of the Bible from its wooden book stand—most of his
literature was in the computer's library bank, but he liked the heft and fedl of the Bible—and sat downin
hisfavorite easy chair.



He thumbed through it aimlesdy, reading a paragraph here and there, unable to concentrate on anything
until he came to the Song of Solomon, and when he suddenly redlized that he had been reading it with
rapt attention he dammed the book shut and replaced it on the stand.

He checked the kitchen again, found that he till wasn't hungry, and began wandering through the
gpartment, reading the various plagues and commendations he had received from the Jesus Pures and
other rdigious organizations, staring thoughtfully at the numerous holographs of himsdf addressing his
congregeation or hisvast video audience.

And findly, when he had examined every inch of the kitchen and the dining room and the living room and
the hallways, and was sure that Corinne was adeep, he walked to the apartment’s other bedroom, which
had been converted into a study, activated the computer, and sat down to prepare his sermon. He made
three or four false starts, erased them all, and finally decided, with agrowing tensonin hisloins, that he
would have to study the material from Delvania once more before he could determine the best way to
incorporate it into his broadcast.

The contracts were easy, of course; hewould display them for half aminute or so, explain the more
onerous clauses, and then turn them over to hislegd staff to seeif they were actudly vaid or if there was
achance that the courts might overturn them.

The training sessions were another matter, however.

There was some awfully strong footage in there, some things that people who were moraly wesker than
himself had no right to see. Probably the best thing to do was review it thoroughly and decide what could
and could not be disseminated to the masses.

With an unsteady voice, he ordered the computer to bring the training sessions up for his dispassionate
andyss.

He spent the next two hours staring, unblinking, at the holographic images.

“Welcome back, Tom,” said theimp. “We've been waiting for you.”

“What am | doing here?’ demanded Gold, lowering his hands to hide the evidence of hisarousal.
“You fell adeep at the computer,” answered the imp with an amused laugh.

“Where'sthe unicorn?” asked Gold. “ The one that |ooks like the racehorse?’

“He'snot in thisdream.”

“But he'saways here,” protested Gold. “I want to ride him.”

“| thought you couldn't remember your dreams, Tom,” said theimp.

“Now | can,” said Gold, flustered.

“Wdl, we seem to be cutting out the preliminaries thistime—Dbut don't ask me why. After adl, it'syour
dream, not mine.”

“Where arethey?’ asked Gold, trying to hide his eagerness.
“Where arewho?’ asked theimp with agrin.

“Y ou know.”



“No | dont, Tom,” answered the ef teasingly. “ Tell mewho you're talking about.”
“I cant.”

“Then| can't hdpyou.”

“You'vegot to!” said Gold desperatdly. “ Corinne will wake me up any minute!”

“All right, Tom,” said theimp. “Because I'm your friend, I'll help you out. Just tell me who you want to
see and what you want them to do when they get here.”

" can't.”

“Sureyou can. It'swritten al over your face already.”

“Please don't make medo it!” begged Gold.

“No choice, Tom. Y ou'd better hurry up—I think Corinne's starting to gtir.”

And Gold, tears of humiliation running down hisface, told the imp exactly what he wanted to happen
next, and prayed that God's attention was momentarily directed elsawhere.

Chapter 6

Richard Constantine stepped out of the elevator and into Fiona Bradley's new office, which was on the
140th floor of the Vainmill Building. A polished buttonwood desk, the largest he had ever seen,
dominated the room. There were six chairs, al more comfortable than the ones on the eighty-sixth floor,
and anumber of ashtrays as well—another thing that had been missing from the former chairman's office.
The beige carpet was plush and deep, and one of the interior walls housed afunctiona fireplace, one of
the few he had seen on Deluros V111, where wood was in short supply and environmentaistswerein
political ascendancy. A long section of onewall had been replaced with floor-to-celling windows,
affording aview of the city very smilar to that in Fionas gpartment two floors above.

He checked histimepiece to make sure that he wasn't early, shrugged, and began looking at some of the
memorabiliaon the wals. There were holographs of Fiona, at various stages of her career, usudly inthe
company of some political or financia celebrity, aswell as holos of her long-dead husband and two
grown sons. On ashelf to theleft of the fireplace was aleather-bound copy of the financia thesisthat had
earned her her doctorate; it was flanked by the diplomaitself, and a plague declaring her to be the
honorary governor of Gamma Leporis X, amining world which had been abandoned until shefound a
way to makeit profitable.

Hewas till examining holographs and certificates when Fionaentered the room.
“Good afternoon, Richard,” she said. “1 hope | haven't kept you waiting.”
“Only acouple of minutes” hesaid.

“I had ameeting with the head of Manufacturing, and it went alittlelong,” said Fiona. “We have some
truly remarkable projectsin the works,” she added enthusiastically.

Congtantine waited for her to st down, and then sought out achair for himself.
“Wél, are you acquainting yoursdf with Entertainment and Leisure?’ asked Fiona.

He nodded. “Y ou'll get my first set of recommendations sometime tomorrow.”



“What'syour andyss of thedivison's generd hedth?’

He shrugged. “It'snot as good as I'd like, and not as bad as| feared. There are five executives| want to
release, and two more | think we should promote. And Rimwork—our video network out on the
Rim—is probably beyond salvage.”

“Youresure?’ sheasked.

“Wall, given our financia resources| suppose nothing is ever realy beyond sdvage. But | don't think
saving it isworth the money and effort it would take.”

“I'll look forward to seeing your report.”
“The figures are being prepared right now. Oh, and thank you for the pay raise.”

“Additiond responghilities require additional compensation,” shereplied. She smiled wryly. “By the same
token, | think | agreed alittle too quickly to my own salary and stock options. There's moreto thisjob
than evenl sugpected.” She paused. “Infact, I'm afraid | can only give you about twenty minutes of my
time. I've still got to meet with Accounting before | go to that banquet tonight.”

“Then I'll get right to the point. Did you hear Tom Gold's sermon last night?’
“Curious, wasn't it?" acknowledged Fiona

“Very,” said Congantine. “ That'swhy | requested this meeting with you.” He paused, frowning. “You
know, if hed hit uswith everything he had, | don't think 1'd be half asdisturbed as| am now.”

“How disturbedare you now?’ sheinquired.
“Very,” he admitted. “Could we possibly be wrong about what was lifted from the Delvania computer?’

“I've dready had Security check it out,” replied Fiona. “ And the answer is no, we were not wrong. Gold
possesses everything we thought he possessed.”

Congtantine uttered afrustrated sigh. “Then | wish | knew what the hell he hasin mind. | spent four hours
watching that footage, and it's dynamite. We put those aliens through some pretty strangetraining
sessons.” He shook his head. “ So why would he show hisaudience apair of contractsthat are so
technica that nine-tenths of them won't understand what they're seeing, and thennot show thetraining
tapes? It just doesn't make any sense! | mean, hell, if held run just asingle shot of some big hulking guy
trussing one of the fagriesto a bed during a bondage session, we'd probably have fifty thousand people
picketing the building right now.”

“Y ou've been studying hisfilefor the past week,” said Fiona. “What doyou think his reason was?’

“I don't know,” admitted Congtantine. “ At first | thought he backed off because the tapes were
pornographic, but that's not agood enough answer. After dl, it's pretty easy to edit them. Y ou can cut
out the pornography and still have some pretty shocking footage left.”

“Have you any other explanation?’
He shook hishead. “None. | wasrather hoping that you might have some suggestions.”

“I do,” she sad, reaching for an engraved platinum box, pulling out an imported Altairian cigarette, and
lighting it up. “I think our friend Doctor Gold has made atactica blunder.”



“How?’ asked Congtantine.

“I think we're being blackmailed—in avery subtle way, to be sure. Since Gold considers himsdlf agood
Chrigtian, and agood Chrigtian would never approach us directly and offer not to show thetraining
footage if welll agree to make such-and-such aconcession, | suspect he'strying to make us so nervous
waiting for the other shoe to drop thatwe approachhim with an offer.”

Congtantine considered her statement thoughtfully for amoment, then shook hishead. “1 don't think so.”
“Oh?Why not?’

“Because everything I've been able to learn about Gold leads meto beieve that he's smply not that
subtle a manipulator. He never finesses when he can attack a problem head-on.”

“I don't know,” said Fionadubioudy. “ That's the one explanation | can come up with that fitsthe facts.”

“It might even beright,” conceded Congtantine. “It justfeels wrong. He's not the type to get you into a
corner and not go for the jugular.”

“All right,” said Fiona. “Y ou've studied him more thoroughly than I've had a chance to do. Can you
suggest some other reason for his actions?’

“| dready told you: | can't—which doesn't mean there aren't any. Maybe he fedsthat this stuff will be
more effectiveif heletsit dribble out over a period of months. Also, let's not forget that he's syndicated
on about five hundred worlds, maybe the bulk of them wouldn't air the program if he ran that footage.
Not al worlds are aslibera as Deluros, you know.” He leaned back on his chair, hisface amask of
frugtration. “There could be haf adozen vaid reasons. Hell, for dl | know, he thinks the faeries|ook too
damned happy.”

Fonagared a him, a curious smile spreading across her face.

“Do you redize what you just said?’ she asked &t last.

“Evidently not.” replied Congtantine. “At least, | don't fed as pleased with myself asyou seemto be”

“Y ou suggested that the faeries might have looked too happy.”

Helooked puzzled. “It wasjust athing to say. | didn't mean anything by it. | don't eventhink | believeit.”
“I know.”

“Y ou're not serioudy suggesting thatthat isthe reason he withheld the tape?’

“No, of coursenot,” replied Fiona. “But the notion of happy faeries has given meanidea.” She paused
and smiled a him, enjoying the puzzled expression on his round face. “Richard, | think weve wasted
enough time worrying about why the tape was withheld or when hesgoing to runiit. | think it'stimeto
taketheinitiative”

“I'll bite,” said Congtantine. “What do you think we ought to do?’ Suddenly he uttered a self-deprecating
laugh. “Of course! | should have thought of it myself! Well take the two faeries from the ship, put them
on video, and let them tell everyone what awonderful time they're having and how well were tregting
them.” Helooked inordinately proud of himsdif.

“Thatis your idea, It it?’



“Something like that,” said Fionawith alook of satisfaction on her face. “1t will take some preparation,
though. For one thing, welll need to decide upon aformat. Because of our respect for the privacy of our
patrons, we've never invited any journaists aboard theVelvet Comet , and | don't think thisisagood
timeto start.”

“| agree,” said Congtantine. “Besides, | want to make sure | control exactly what gets released, and |
couldn't do that if | involved the pressin this. Hell, they'd probably come up with afeature on how
Vanmill triesto manage the news. Another point: whatever our finished product is, | don't think we
should send it to the news media the way we passed on your little message to Gold; it would ook too
much like another apology.” He paused. “I suppose creating some kind of documentary would be best.”

“ About theComet or thefagries?’ asked Fiona

“Neither,” he answered promptly. “If we concentrate on the brothel, the faeries won't get enough
attention—and if we concentrate onthem , it will seem too defensive, too much like adirect answer to
Gold's sermon.” He paused. “ Just because Gold isincapable of subtlety and misdirection isno reason
whywe should be. We're ill not going to mention him, or seem to be replying to him. Perhapswell runa
feature on how theComet 's chefs and medics and costume designers had to adapt to the faeries, which
would be oneway of continualy putting them on display while seeming to be concentrating on someone
else. Or possibly well focus on how their co-workers have adjusted to them. | don't know—I'll haveto
giveit somethought.”

“We do have to move quickly,” Fiona pointed out. “We can't count on Gold's holding that footage back
forever.”

“I' know. I'll send a production crew up to theComet tomorrow to get the fed of the place, and I'll get up
there myself as soon as | get their reports and eva uate them—maybe four or five days from now.”

“Isthat redlly necessary?’ asked Fiona. “ Going yourself, | mean?’
“I think s0.”

“Y ou could communicate with them by computer,” she said. “ The shuttle flight takes about three hours
each way, and you've got an awful lot of work on your desk.”

He shook his head. “I've only seen the faeries on tape—and those weren't even the ones we're going to
be putting on public display. Before | put too many of my eggsinto one basket, | want to meet themin
theflesh.” He paused thoughtfully. “Besides, this documentary is ostensibly about theComet , not the
faeries, so 1'd like to get up there and take alook around. Maybe something will catch my eye and give
me an idea.on how to mount thislittle classic. I'm sure our production people know their business—but
it'smy neck that's on the block, not theirs.” Helooked at her. “Y ou've actudly met the faeries. What are

they like?”

Fonasmiled. “I wasalittle too busy becoming chairman to pay much attention to them.” She shrugged.
“They seemed like pleasant little creatures. Actualy, Doctor Gold was much more interested in them than
| was, though in retrospect | suppose that's completely understandable.”

“Did he spesk with them?” asked Congtantine.

“Redly, | hardly noticed them at al—and | didn't spend dl that much moretime onhim . Y ou'd have to
ask the Sted Buitterfly about that.”

“I intend to. | gather she was his watchdog for most of the time he was up there. Maybe she can tell me



something about him that everyone el se has overlooked.”

“Do you serioudy expect the madam of the biggest brothel in the Republic to give you aningght into
Thomas Gold?’ she said sardonically.

He shrugged. “Y ou never know.”
She uttered an amused chuckle. “ Sometimes | wonder about you, Richard.”

“I wasn't being facetious. Among other things, amadam hasto be abit of apsychologist; her jobis
figuring out what makes people tick and anticipating their needs. And everyone has needs—even Tom
Gold”

“He's managed to keep them pretty well hidden thusfar,” observed Fionadryly.

“That doesn't mean they aren't there. Maybe held like to spend the night with the Stedl Butterfly. Maybe
he's arepressed homosexua. Maybe he's dying to order a steak in one of the restaurants. Maybe hesa
compulsive gambler, or asecret drinker.” He chuckled.

“Hell, maybe he wants to sneak off with one of the faeries.”
“ And maybe you'd better get your mind back on your documentary, she said.
Congtantine considered the various wesknesses had listed, rejected them dl, and sighed.
“Maybe I'd better,” he agreed.
Chapter 7
Simon Gold walked to the door of hisfather's study and commanded it to open.
It remain closed.
Puzzled, he repeated the order. Nothing happened.
Finally, frowning, he reached out and knocked on the door.
“Go away!” snapped Thomas Gold'svoice.
“Open the door, Father,” said Simon. “1 have to speak with you.”
“Not now. I'm busy.”
“Thisisurgent.”

He heard hisfather muttering furioudy to himsalf and ordering his computer to deactivate. Then there was
amoment of sllence, and findly the door dilated.

“What isit?" demanded Gold, his voice strained.

Simon stared at hisfather's haggard face, momentarily startled.

“Areyou dl right?’ heasked at lagt.

“Of course I'm dl right!” snapped Gold. “Wasthat your urgent busness?’



“No,” responded Simon, puzzled by hisfather's attitude. “1t was merely a question, precipitated by the
fact that you look very pale and drawn.”

Gold's face softened somewnhat. “| gpologize for yelling at you. It'sjust that I'm getting sick and tired of
your mother's pounding on the door every half hour and asking me when I'm going to be done.”

“Why not just work with the door open?” suggested Simon, walking over to acouch that wasin serious
need of recovering. “Y ou aways used to.”

“Do | haveto work with the door open for the rest of my life, just because you have fond memories of
it?" demanded Gold, the color rushing to hisface,

He swiveled on his chair to face his son. “My work habits are my own business, and nobody else's”
“I had no intention of offending you, Father,” said Smon iffly. “Let'slet the whole subject drop.”

“Fine” said Gold impatiently. “All right. Y ou're here and I'm listening. What's so important that you had
to interrupt me?’

“I just received acommunication from Richard Congtantine,” began Simon.
“Vanmill'snew head of Entertainment and Leisure?’ asked Gold, frowning. “Why did he contact you?’
“Because your computer hasn't been accepting messages for the past three hours.”
“I didn't want to be disturbed,” said Gold. “What does Constantine want?’

“Have you ever heard of aman named Vladimir Kozinsky?’

“Not to my knowledge,” answered Gold. “ Should | have?’

“Probably not. HE's an engineer from Declan 1V

“That'salong way from here.”

“Wadll, he's here now—and he's dying.”

“I'm sorry to hear that.”

“And,” continued Simon, *he wants you to adminigter the Final Blessing to him.”
Gold shook his head firmly. “ That's out of the question. I'm much too busy.”

Simon nodded approvingly. “That'swhat | told Congtantine you'd say. Who would you like meto send in
your place?’

“Just aminute,” said Gold suddenly. “What does Congtantine have to do with this?’
Simon grinned. “ Therés achance that some Vainmill employees may be facing acharge of murder.”
“Maybe you'd better tell me exactly what happened,” said Gold.

“Wadl, asl said, Kozinsky isfrom Declan V. Evidently he's been listening to you lambasting Vainmill and
theComet for the past four weeks, and he finaly became so incensed that he came dl theway to the
Deluros System, took a shuttle to theComet , and tried to explode abomb in the airlock.” Simon seemed
amused.



“Good God!” muttered Gold, genuinely distressed. “He didn't succeed, did he?’
Simon shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. They spotted the bomb the instant he entered the airlock.”

“Of course,” said Gold digtractedly. “If they can scan newcomers for signs of disease, there was no way
he could smuggle an explosive through.” He stared sharply at his son. “What happened then?’

“| gather he went berserk and started attacking the Security team with his bare hands.” Simon shrugged.
“In the ensuing melee, he was mortally wounded.

They've got him in their hospitd, up there on theComet . According to Constantine, he's too weak to
move. | gather he's not expected to last out the day.”

“He'son theComet 7" repested Gold, atremor of excitement in his deep voice.
“Yes. Would you like me to send Macolm Dill up there?’

“No,” said Gold.

“Whodo you want to send?’ persisted Simon.

“Il go mysdif.”

“But | thought you said —"

“I've changed my mind,” said Gold.

“Father, there's no need for you ever to set foot on theComet again,” protested Simon. “We have
hundreds of men and women on Deluros who can administer the Find Blessing. Why not smply send
oneof them?’

“Areyou trying to tel memy duty?’ demanded Gold haotly.

“I am amply pointing out, as| did before the horserace, that any time aman of your stature visitsthe
Comet for any reason a dl, you tend to legitimizeit.”

“Beforel go I'll make sure that Constantine understands that thisis a private act of mercy,” replied Gold.
“"Therewill be no cameras and no publicity.”

“Y ou can't accept theword of aman likethat,” said Simon. “Hisloyadty isto Vanmill.”

“It'sin hisbest interest to keep thisthing quiet,” answered Gold. “If the press get their hands on this
gory, it'sonly amatter of time before some other madman tries to emulate K ozinsky. Congtantine's no
fool; he can seethat asclearly as| can.”

“Then send someonedse,” said Simon. “ Congtantine's reasons for keeping it quiet will remain just as
vaid, and you won't have to subject yoursdlf to that environment again. It'san evil, snful place”

“Then how can | send someone else up there?” asked Gold.
“Men of God have no business aboard theComet .” replied Simon adamantly.
“By the same token, Daniel shouldn't have entered the lion's den.”

“Heonly did it once,” said Simon doggedly. “If held entered it a second time, they might have torn him to
shreds.” He paused. “By your own admission, the one time you were there you made awager on a



horserace. Who knows what might happen if you go again?’

“If held listened to you, Jesus wouldn't have walked among the lepers or laid his hands on the sick,”
answvered Gold irritably.

“Hewas Jesus,” sad Simon. “You'rejust aman.”
“What do you think I'm going to do?’ snapped Gold. “ Ravish the madam?’

“TheVelvet Comet isahouse of Sin and degradation, and it corrupts everything it touches. Why subject
yoursdf toit if it'snot necessary?’

“Itis necessary—and I'm getting alittle sick of having you impugn my integrity!” Heglared at hisson. “I'm
Thomas Gold! Nothing is going to tempt me from the path of righteousness!”

“I'm not questioning your motives, Father.”
“Good.”

‘But lam questioning your judgment,” continued Simon. “| can see no vaid reason for your going up to
theComet , and | can see numerous reasons for staying here.”

“No valid reason?’ repeated Gold. “What about giving spiritual comfort to amember of my church?’

“Kozinsky's going straight to hell no matter who gives him the Find Blessing,” said Smon coldly. “You
know it and | know it. Hetried to kill the entire crew of the ship.”

“| thought you approved,” said Gold sardonically.

“Certainly not, although | understand why hetried to do it. If he had succeeded, it would have meant that
God gpproved of hismethods. The fact that he failed smply meansthat God prefers your method of
fighting theComet —andthat in turn meansthat Kozinsky was trying to commit murder and will burn for
dl eternity.”

“That's one of the more farfetched rationaizations 've ever heard,” said Gold.

“Just because he'samember of the Church of the Purity of Jesus Christ doesn't make his behavior
acceptable” answered Simon.

“And just because his behavior is unacceptable doesn't mean that we have to turn our backs on him. He's
adying man, and he needs spiritud comfort.”

“Father, may | speak frankly?” said Simon.
“That'swhat | thought you were doing,” replied Gold with more than atrace of irony.

“Y ou've not been yoursdlf since you returned from theComet ,” said Simon, ignoring Gold's comment.
“You lapseinto silences at odd times, you've lost weight, Mother tells me you have trouble degping more
than afew hours a a stretch, you have nightmares, you —”

“Y our mother talkstoo much,” said Gold.
“She'sworried about you,” said Simon. “Soam 1.”

“Y ou wouldn't even know about my weight loss or my nightmaresif she hadn't told you.”



“But I'd know you had accepted stolen goodsinto your house, and had not condemned the people who
committed the robbery,” continued Simon.

“I thought we'd been over that before,” said Gold.

“Wehave” said Smon. He stared directly into hisfather's eyes. “I'm smply trying to point out that
before you went to theVelvet Comet you had no trouble deeping, and that you would never consider
condoning the theft of anyone's property, even your enemy's. Even your work habits have changed—you
lock yoursdlf in your room, you spend hours with your computer without producing anything, you don't
answer your messages. Furthermore, you've become postively single-minded about the Andricans.

Y ou've spoken about them to the exclusion of al ese during your last three sermons.” He paused for
breath, then continued: “1 don't know what you saw aboard theComet , but obvioudly it hashad a
detrimentd effect onyou.”

“| gppreciate your concern,” said Gold, “ but you're reading too much into the natura infirmities of late
middle age. Most men my age have some trouble with their deep and their digestion. It's nothing out of
the ordinary. In fact, for aman of my years, | would say that I'm in remarkably good hedth. Asfor the
faeries, they'reavery weak link in Vainmill's defenses; 1'd be crazynot to keep talking about them.” He
dtared at his son. “ Despite what you may think, my five hours aboard theVelvet Comet redly haven't
turned meinto amental and physical wreck.”

“Perhgps,” said Simon. “But | il think you should stay here.” He paused uneasily.
“Yes?' said Gold.

“It means so much to methat | will volunteer to go in your place.”

"No!" exploded Gold.

“BUt —

“Nobody's keeping me away from them!” snapped Gold furioudly. “Not you, not your mother, not
a,]yorﬂ ”

“Them?’ repeated Smon, puzzled. “What are you taking about?’
Gold blinked his eyes very rapidly for amoment, asif he were as confused as his son.

“Them?’ herepeated. “1 meanthim , of course. Nobody is keeping me away from Kozinsky,” he
concluded lamdly.

Simon stared at him. “It'sthe faeries, in't it?” he said suddenly.
“I don't know what you mean,” said Gold uneasily. “Weretaking about VIadimir Kozinsky.”
“No,” said Smon decisvely. “Weretaking about the faeries.”

“Youmay be,” said Gold, trying to hide the sudden panic that gripped him. “1'mnot.” Not my son, Lord ,
he prayed slently; Dear God, please don't let my son find out!

“Y ou're planning to smuggle them off theComet ! exclaimed Simon. “Y ou'rejust using Kozinsky asa
Subterfuge!”

“I'm going up thereto give the Final Blessing to adying man,” said Gold.



“I'm not the enemy,” said Simon in pained tones. “ Y ou can confidein me.”

“All right,” said Gold, grasping at the straw Simon had unwittingly offered him. “The thought of taking the
faeries off the ship has crossed my mind.”

“I should have guessed!” said Simon. “What other reason could you possibly have for wanting to go up
there?’

“None,” agreed Gold. He noticed that his hands were starting to shake, and he thrust them into his
pockets.Let him believeit, Lord!

“Youll never get away withit,” said Smon.

“I think I will,” said Gold. Hetried to force a confident smile to hislips, found that he couldn't manageit,
and settled for staring defiantly at his son.

Simon shook his head. “Y ou've dready described their security system to me. Y ou certainly can't snesk
them off without anyone knowing.”

“There are other ways,” said Gold, hismind racing to cregte abelievable plan of action.

“Y ou don't even know for afact that they'll be willing to comewith you,” continued Simon. “After all,
you'l look like just another customer to them.”

Gold stared at his son, unable to come up with even amildly acceptable answer.

“And evenif they did,” perasted Smon, “you've dill got to get them through the airlock, and onto aship
or ashuttle” He sighed heavily. “1 don't think you've got the ghost of achance. I've got afeding that their
Security team will be watching every move you make.”

Simon continued andyzing the Situation, coming up with more and more reasonswhy hisfather's
nonexistent plan was doomed to failure, and Gold began to relax as Smon moved further and further
from hisredl reason for going up theComet .

Thank you, God. I'ma moral man, and | have the strength to subdue this evil within me—but not
if I had to face the condemnation in his eyes.

“The odds are athousand to one againgt it,” concluded Simon some five minuteslater. “ And even if you
could succeed in removing them from the ship, they might be of more useto usright wherethey are,
where we can keep their plight in the public eye.”

“Youreright,” said Gold, with an sense of infiniterelief. “It was abad idea.”
“Then whom shall we send to theComet 7’

“I'll go. | may have been wrong about helping the Andricans to escape, but theré'sonething | was right
about: | can't in good conscience send anyone e se up there.”

“You'resure?’ asked Simon.
“I am.” Helooked directly at hisson. “Unlessyou'd like to continue arguing the point?’
“No,” sad Smon with asigh of resignation.

“'Good.”



Gold stared at his son for amoment, then ordered his computer to contact Richard Congtantine. An hour
later he was en route to theVel vet Comet , hismind dwelling upon his own persona demons rather than
those that might be lusting for VIadimir Kozinsky's confused and darkened soul.

Chapter 8

“Wherearewe?’ asked Gold, surveying the wide, dimly lit corridor that seemed to stretch to infinity in
both directions.

“In the service areabeneath the Mall,” replied the Stedl Butterfly. “Thisiswhere theComet 's supplies
are ddivered. In fact, they kept the racehorses down here.”

“It must have been adifferent area,” said Gold. “ This doesn't look at dl familiar.” He paused. “What's
that noise | hear overhead?’

“Thetramway.”
“I don't remember any tramway,” said Gold. “Did you removeit for the race?’

“It'son adifferent level.” She smiled. “Besides, you were on public display. We had ordersto walk you
everywhere”

“Then why arent weriding it now?’

“Becausethistime | haveingructions not to letanyone see you. Patrons occasiondly take the tramway
from the Resort to the airlock; they never come down here.”

“By theway,” said Gold stiffly asthey walked past rows of neetly stacked, unopened cargo crates, “I
hope you will believe mewhen | tell you that | have never met Viadimir Kozinsky, was completely
unaware of hisintentions, and would have done everything in my power to prevent him had | known of
them.”

“Of course | believeyou,” said the Sted Buitterfly.

“We may be on opposite sdes of the fence, but I've never thought of you as aman who would condone
murder.”

Hefrowned. “1 wish Vladimir Kozinsky had held that same opinion,” hesaid grimly.
“I don't think hereally intended to kill anyone,” shereplied.

“I wastold that hetried to smuggle a bomb onto the ship.” Helooked sharply at her. “Did he or didn't
rE?1

“Oh, there's no question that he tried to bring the bomb aboard theComet ,” said the Stedl Butterfly “I
can show it to you later, if you like. But | don't think he planned to detonate it.”

“Why would someone bring abomb up here andnot detonate it?” asked Gold.

“Attila—our Chief of Security—believesthat he merely planned tothreaten to blow it up unlesswe gave
him what he wanted.”

“What did he want?’

“Didn't Richard Congtantine tell you?” she asked, surprised.



“No one hastold me very much of anything. All | know isthat he tried to smuggle abomb aboard the
ship, and that he was mortally wounded in the ensuing struggle. And that he has been asking for me, of
course,” he added as an afterthought.

“Hewanted usto release the faeries from their contract and send them home.” Sheturned to him. “I
know that you didn't mean to encourage this sort of action, but | must point out that he wouldn't even
have known the fagries existed if it hadn't been for your sermons.”

“Vanmill doesn't have amonopoly on stupidity or madness,” replied Gold. “ There arealot of Vladimir
Kozinskysin the universe.” He paused. “ But that doesn't mean | must stop confronting evil when | seeit.”

“Perhgps not—but if you hadn't confronted it o vigoroudy in thisinstance, VIadimir Kozinsky would be
contentedly designing tools on Declan IV right at thisminute. And asfor Titaniaand Oberon,” she
continued, “they can't understand why anyone would think they aren't having the time of their livesup
I’He_”

“They know they were the reason he came up here?’

“Of course,” replied the Sted Butterfly, walking forward once again. “If someone had tried to kidnapme,
I'd want to know about it.”

“What Kozinsky was trying to do waswrong, but I'd hardly call it kidnapping,” said Gold.
“If you can think of abetter word, I'll be happy to useit.”
“How aboutliberating 7’

“Why don't you ask the fagriesif forcing them to leave here againgt their will qudifiesasliberation?’ she
suggested.

“Perhaps| will,” hereplied, trying to keep the tremor out of hisvoice. “Where are they?’
“They'll be stopping by the hospitd alittlelater,” said the Sted Butterfly. “They want to see you.”
“They do?’ hesad, startled. “Why?’

“Before your broadcast they were just curiosities, albeit very popular ones. Now they're celebrities. |
have the digtinct impression that they'd like to thank you.”

“Tothank me?’

She nodded. “ They're very human in many respects—and everybody likes being famous. Even you,
Doctor Gold.”

He stared at her but made no comment.

They reached the hospital's storage areas, and took the freight elevator to the main level. Asthey
emerged Gold found himself in aluxurious reception foyer, filled with chairs and couches that would have
seemed more appropriate in the brothel. The floors and walls were spotless, the metal chairswere
polished and shining, and the reception desk brilliantly reflected the overhead lighting. A holographic map
that was suspended in the air just to the left of the desk gave directionsto the handful of private rooms,
the low-gravity ward for heart patients, and the physicd therapy rooms. There were certain areas on the
map that were merely marked as being off limitsto visitors, and he assumed that these were the operating
theater and drug storage rooms.



“Impressive,” admitted Gold asthey passed through the foyer and entered awell-lit corridor.

“Thank you,” said the Sted Butterfly. “We're quite proud of it.” She signaled a door to open. “Herewe
ae’”

Gold followed her into the room.

Vladimir Kozinsky, asmadl, portly man in hismid-forties, lay on hisback on an air-bed, his eyes closed,
his breathing harsh and sporadic. He was entwined in amaze of tubes, adl of which led into anetwork of
life-support equipment. There were tubes running into hisarms, into hisleft thigh, into hisneck, into his
nostrils. His hands and feet were secured to restrain him from moving and disodging any of the apparatus
that was extending hislife from one moment to the next. Historso was swathed in pressure bandages, but
Gold noticed that they were starting to stain with Kozinsky's blood.

There were three large machines on the far side of the bed, each with amultitude of screens displaying
complex readouts that changed constantly and were totaly incomprehensibleto Gold.

“They subdued him, and when he managed to get his hands on one of their wegponsin the struggle, they
shot him,” explained the Stedl Buitterfly. She stared a him. “What wouldyou have done?’

“The same, | suppose—but | wouldn't have shot him six more timesfor good measure.” He stared in
fascination at the tubes and the stains. “1'm surprised that he's il dive.”

“I'd fed alot more compassion for him if he hadn't come up with abomb,” remarked the Stedl Buitterfly.
Gold bent over the dying man. “Vladimir Kozinsky!” he said in loud, clear tones. “ Can you hear me?’
Kozinsky opened hiseyes.

“Thomas Gold?’ he whispered weskly.

“I'mright here,” said Gold, laying areassuring hand on the dying man's shoulder, then removing it quickly
when he groaned at the touch.

“Would you like meto leave?’ asked the Stedl Butterfly.

“If you don't mind,” replied Gold.

Shewaked to the door. “I'll be waiting for you in the lobby.”
“How dol findit?’

“Jugt turn right when you leave the room, and follow the corridor.”

Gold nodded, then turned his attention back to Kozinsky asthe Sted Buiterfly stepped out into the hall
and ordered the door to close behind her.

“Isit redly you?’ asked Kozinsky. His eyelidsflickered, but didn't open.
“Itredly is” sad Gold, staring down a him. “How are you feding?’
“I fed weak, but nothing hurts.”

“Y ou're probably al drugged up.” Helooked down a Kozinsky. “I'll be honest with you: they don't
expect you to last out the day.”



“I know,” rasped Kozinsky. “That'swhy | asked for you. | want you to give me the Find Blessing.”
“That'swhat I'm herefor,” said Gold. “But there's something | haveto ask you first.”

“What isit?’ asked Kozinsky.

“Wasitmy sermon that led you to try to smuggle the bomb onto theComet 7’

Kozinsky nodded his head, then moaned in pain.

“But why?’ perasted Gold. “1 never advocated violence.”

“Somebody's got to draw the line somewhere. I've seen what Vanmill has doneto diensout in the
Declan system. When | heard about the Andricans, | decided | had to do something about it.” He looked
dismayed. “1 thought that you, of all people, would understand and approve.”

“Y ou might have killed hundreds of men and women with that bomb,” said Gold. “How could | gpprove
of that? What purpose would it have served?’

Kozinsky coughed, then clutched his side and lay back, gasping for breath. Finaly he spoke.

“It would have taught those bastards at Vainmill alesson. Maybe someone else would have been
encouraged to go out and do the same to the new chairman.”

Gold shook his head sadly. “Where does the Bible say that you have the right to take human life and
adminigter punishment on God's behalf? Vengeance isthe Lord's, not ours.”

“But they're evil!” indsted Kozinsky. The effort left him gasping for breath again, and it was another half
minute before he could continue. *Y ou've been condemning them week in and week out! That'swhy |
cameto Deluros”

“| told my audience not to patronize any merchant who had astore in the Mall, or to buy any Vainmill
product or use any Vanmill service,” answered Gold. “Inever exhorted peopleto go out and kill Vainmill
employees.”

“It wasimplicit,” said Kozinsky doggedly. “Y ou've dwaystold usto confront evil wherever wefind it.”

“There's adifference between confronting evil and trying to tekeahuman life,” said Gold. “Y ou must
understand that by doing 0, you have placed your soul at risk.”

“But | didit for you!” Kozinsky exclamed in abarely audible whisper.

“We live with the consequences of our actions,” said Gold. “ And you must die with the consequences of
yours. The Lord has no usefor the unrepentant.”

“I hope God judges you as harshly asyou judge me!” muttered Kozinsky.

“Hewill,” replied Gold with agrim certainty.

“TheBlessang!” whispered Kozinsky. “Please—while | can il hear it!”

Gold nodded. “Have courage,” he said more gently. “ God is not without compassion.”
Kozinsky forced asmileto hislips, then lost consciousness.

“May God, in Hisinfinite wisdom, have mercy your soul,” said Gold without much optimism, “and forgive



you your transggressions.”

Then helit asmall candle he had brought with him, placed it on anightstand, and recited the Fina
Blessng. Kozinsky was il dive—though just barel y—when he had finished.

He stood in silence for afew moments, still unable to comprehend why a Jesus Pure would cometo the
Comet with every intention of committing murder if he didn't get what he demanded. Then he
remembered the fagries, and suddenly had considerably less difficulty understanding how decent men
could fal from astate of Grace.

He checked the screens on the monitoring apparatus, saw just enough fluctuation of lines and graphsto
convince him that Kozinsky was il dive, and, pausing only to extinguish the candle, walked to the door,
exited the room, and walked to the entry foyer.

The Sted Buitterfly waswaiting for him there—and standing next to her were Titaniaand Oberon, their
eyeswide and staring. Titania, anumber of flowers carefully positioned in her silver hair, wascladina
brief and reveding outfit made of aglittering metalic fabric which gave her the gppearance of some
etheredl temptress straight out of Earth's mythology, while Oberon wore atoga of spun gold and
resembled some haf-human boy-god on Mount Olympus.

“What arethey doing here?’ asked Gold, surprised.
“I told you before: they want to meet the man who made them famous.”

Titania opened her mouth to speak, and suddenly the room was flooded by a series of melodic trilling
whidles.

“Y ou forgot them again,” said the Sted Buitterfly with mock severity.
Titaniagiggled and trilled something esein her native tongue.

“I'm not going to spend the next half hour trying to figure out what you're saying,” replied the Sted
Butterfly. “Oberon, run over to the Home and bring back your trandating devices.” Oberon grinned,
whistled something to Titania, and raced out the front door of the hospital. “ Some of our customersfind
their language so fascinating that they actualy request that they leave the trandators behind,” continued
the madam, shaking her head wesarily. “1 don't know how I'm ever going to get them to wear them

regularly.”

Gold was suddenly aware that his mouth had gone completely dry, and that he was sweating profusdly.
“Isthere any water around here?’ he rasped.

“Titanig, go fetch Doctor Gold aglass of water,” said the Stedl Butterfly.

“I'd rather get it mysdlf,” said Gold quickly.

“Asyouwish,” shereplied with ashrug. “ Y oull find alavatory right across the hal from Kozinsky's
room.”

Gold followed her directions, and amoment later was standing before asink.

“Cold,” he murmured, holding a handkerchief beneath the flow of water that followed. Hewrung it out
and began wiping hisface,

When hewasfinished, he stared at hisface in the mirror. It evinced no excitement, no unnatural longings,



no immora intent whatsoever. He spent amoment experimenting with each feature—mouth, jaw,
eyes—and carefully set them into amask of totd disinterest.

Findly, satisfied, he returned to the foyer.

“Oberon will be another few minutes,” said the Sted Butterfly. “His quartersare dmost haf amile away,
and even if hetook the tramway instead of the didewalk he's ill got to get up to thefifth leve, find the
trandators, and then come back.” She paused.

“How isKozinsky?’

“Unconscious,” said Gold, suddenly cognizant of the fact that he was staring a Titania, but unable to tear
his gaze away from her. “I have afeding that he's not going to wake up again.”

Titania, aware that she was the focus of Gold's attention, looked directly at him, trilled something, and
grinned.

“What wasthat al about?’ he asked uneasily.

“Who knows?’ replied the Sted Butterfly with ashrug. Sheturned to Titania “It'syour own fault. If
you'd stop forgetting your trandator, people could carry on a conversation with you.”

Titanialaughed.

“Of course” said the Sted Butterfly wryly, facing Gold once again, “sometimes not being understood can
be adigtinct advantage. For dl | know she's busily insulting both of us.”

“What's her red name?’ asked Gold.

“I couldn't pronounceit evenif | knew it.”

Titaniatouched her finger to her chest and uttered abrief, melodious whistle.

“ She looks so human!” said Gold. “I don't know how she can make such sounds.”
“She'sjudt chattering now,” said the Steel Butterfly.

“Y ou should hear her when shesings”

“How can you tell the difference?’

“Show him, Titania”

Thelittle faerie shook her head.

“Thisisahell of atimeto be shy,” complained the Stedl Butterfly. “ Usudly we can't shut you up.”
Titaniaturned to Gold, aquestioning expression on her face.

“Please” said Gold, trying to hide his eagerness.

She amiled at him, looked directly into his eyes, and began to sing. The mel ody was dow and atond, and
her alien words sounded like the cold clear chimes of ice againgt fine crystal. As the tempo became
faster, she began swaying her hips and torso in time with the music, while Gold, fascinated, stared at her
intently with unblinking eyes. Hefelt that his hands were about to start shaking, and he quickly clasped
them behind his back, which seemed to amuse Titaniato no end. She placed her own hands behind her



back, which caused her pubescent breaststo jut out at him, swaying suggestively as her undulations
continued.

Gold watched her for another few seconds, aware of an ingstent pounding inside his head.
"Enough!" he yelled suddenly, startled by the volume of hisown voice.

Titaniastopped Snging, puzzled.

“I will not be subjected to thigl”

“To her Snging?’" asked the Stedl Buiterfly uncomprehendingly.

“Tothelascivious digplay that accompanied it!” snapped Gold.

“Lasciviousdisplay?’ repeated the Sted Butterfly.

“Y ou know very well what | mean, continued Gold.” He glared at Titania. “Did you redly think your
sexud posturing would affect me asit does your unsavory customers? | am amora man, and will not be
trested in this manner!”

“Cam down, Doctor Gold,” said the Sted Buitterfly in asoothing voice. “I'm sure it wasn't her intent to
sexudly entice you. Shewas Smply caught in the rhythm of the music.”

“Rhythm be damned!” he snagpped. “ She was flaunting her body a me, deliberately trying to tempt the
oneman in the Republic who isfighting to save her from alife of humiliation and an eternity of hdllfire! |
won't haveit!” Hethrust hisjaw out and glared a Titania. “I'm immuneto you, you little jade! Do your
wors—it will make no differencel”

Titania, terrified, scampered to a position of safety behind the Stedl Butterfly.
“You'relosing control of yourself, Doctor Gold andl won't havethat ,” said the madam firmly.
“I will not be led from the path of righteousness!” declared Gold.

“Nobody'strying to lead you anywhere. Y ou're overreacting, Doctor Gold. She was singing to you, not
seducing you. And if anyone's overstepped the bounds of morality, it'syou.”

“Me?" he demanded.
“Or am | wrong about the Jesus Pures not listening to music?’
“God forgive me!” he muttered, stunned. “I forgot!”

“If Thomas Gold can forget what he bdlievesin, can't an Andrican femae sway her hipswhen she sings?’
sad the Sted Buitterfly.

“I forgot!” he repeated unbelievingly. He continued to Stare at Titania, his chest heaving as he gulped
huge mouthfuls of air after his outburdt.

Finaly heturned to the Sted Buitterfly.
“| want to go home now,” he said weakly.

“Oberon is due back any minute.”



“I don't care. Please take meto the airlock.”

The Sted Buitterfly shrugged. “If youwish,” shesaid.

Suddenly her bracelet beeped.

“Just amoment,” she said to Gold. “What isit, Cupid?’

“We have a problem in the casno which, in my judgment, requires your persond attention.”
“Why not tell Tote Board about it?” she replied.

“Tote Board isadeep in hisquarters, and | am compelled under these circumstances to contact the
highest-ranking member of theComet 's Saff.”

“I'll be there as soon as| attend to Doctor Gold.”
“The problem isnot serious, but itis urgent,” said the computer.
Shesghed. “All right. I'll be thereimmediatdy.”

Sheturned to Gold. “It's probably nothing more than a counter at the blackjack table, but I'm afraid I'll
haveto leaveyou.”

“I don't know if 1 can find my way back to the cargo airlock,” said Gold.
“That'sdl right. Titania can takeyou.”

Thelittle faerie trilled something and continued to hide behind the madam.
“It'sdl right, Titania,” said the Sted Butterfly. “Hewon't ydl a you again.”
Titania peeked around the Stedl Butterfly and made a delicate chirping sound.
“I won't harmyou, child,” said Gold.

She made alarge semicircle around him and walked to the elevator, gesturing for him to follow her. She
continued to watch him warily asthey descended to the storage leve, then turned to her |eft and began
walking. Hefdl into step behind her, hypnotized by the motion of her buttocks and wishing the distance
to the airlock were even longer. Findly he forced himself to Sare at the floor, and tried to bring forth a
mentd picture of Corinne—but his mind's paintbrush, after aninitia gpproximation of her face, kept
giving her pointed ears and silver skin and smal, youthful bressts.

A few minutes |ater Titania stopped at the airlock, but Gold, his gaze still glued to the floor, continued
walking. Sheran after him, trilling rgpidly, and grabbed his hand.

Hefdt asif an dectric current had shot al the way up hisarm, and he jumped back, wild-eyed and
trembling. Thisin turn startled the faerie, who aso leaped back. They stared at each other for along
moment, and then shetrilled again, visibly frightened, and pointed to the airlock.

He gtared at it uncomprehendingly, and then the haze dowly lifted from hismind.
“Thank you,” he whispered.
Sheforced a nervous smile and stepped back as he opened the door and walked into the airlock.



A few minutes later the private shuttle took off for Deluros V111, with Gold asits sole passenger. He sat
in the luxury section, hisfeet propped up on a cushioned footrest, his back muscles massaged by the
amogt imperceptible vibration of the seat. He stared dully at aviewscreen, hishand il tingling from the
faeriestouch, desperatdly trying to recapture the instant in the theater of hismind. Twice he caught
himsdlf inadvertently humming her meodic song.

He should, he knew, be preparing himself to face the righteous wrath of an outraged God, but instead he
spent the entire trip wondering with an exquisitely aching eegernessif he would ever see Titaniaagain, or
perhaps even touch her once more.

Chapter 9
“Doctor Gold?’
Gold stared at the holographic image that his computer had projected in front of him.
“Who areyou?’ he demanded.
“Richard Congtantine. I've been trying to contact you for hours.”
“I'mabusy man.”
“Soam|,” sad Congantine. “And | don't especidly like to be kept waiting.”
“Your likesand didikes are of very little concern to me, Mr. Congtantine,” replied Gold.
“And what of Vladimir Kozinsky'sfate? Isthat of any concern to you?’
“I left theComet dmost eight hours ago,” said Gold. “I'd be very much surprised if he's till dive.”
“Hedied five hours ago,” said Congtantine.

“I want it known that he did not represent the Church of the Purity of Jesus Christ, and that we totally
disown hisactions”

“Y ou don't sound terribly broken up about it,” noted Constantine sardonically.

“Hetried to destroy a human life—in fact, quite anumber of them. Thiswasin direct opposition to
everything we bdievein, and while we pray for his soul we condemn hisactions.” He reached for his
computer controls. “And now, if you've nothing further to say...”

“I'm not through yet,” said Congtantine.
Gold leaned back and stared at hisimage curioudy. “Go on,” he said.
“What would you like done with the body?’

“Y ou speak about it asif | had some proprietary interest init,” said Gold. “May | suggest that you
contact hisfamily on Declan IV?’

“I'vetried. He seemsto have no living relatives.”
“Then | recommend that you dispose of it in the most efficient way possible.”

“Doctor Gold,” said Congtantine coldly, “persondly, | don't give adamn what happensto his body. But |
thought | owed you the courtesy of seeing if thereisany method that is preferred by your church—or if



thereisany particular means of disposa that would cause distress to a Jesus Pure.”
“| gpologize,” said Gold. “We have no particular strictures—buria and cremation are both acceptable.”

“Then, with your permission, I'll give the order to cremate hisremains,” said Congtantine. “Burid plots
arerunning a apremium, and | imagine hisfundswill betied up by the courtsfor sometime.”

“That will befine” said Gold dryly. “I certainly wouldn't want to put afinancid strain on the Vainmill
Syndicate.” He paused. “Have we anything further to discuss?’

“Just onething.”
“And what isthat?’

“You arein possession of something that doesn't belong to you,” said Congtantine. “ Since you seem
disnclined to useit, | waswondering if you had any intention of returning it?’

“I don't know what you're talking about,” said Gold coldly.
Congtantine stared a him for amoment, then shrugged.

“Thank you for your time, Doctor Gold,” he paid at last. “1'm sure we will meet in person onethese
days”

“I doubt it,” replied Gold, breaking the connection.

He sat motionlessfor afew minutes, then got to hisfeet, commanded the door to open, and walked out
into the living room, where Simon was seated on a high-backed chair, reading.

“I just heard from Richard Congtantine,” he announced.
“Oh?’ saild Simon, placing his book down on atable.
Gold nodded. “Kozinsky's dead.”

“Well, that's hardly asurprise,” replied his son.

“Did he say anything ds=?’

“Not redly,” said Gold. “ Oh, he asked meto return the video footage of the fagries' training sesson, but
that wasdl.”

“Oh,” grunted Simon. He reached for his book.
“Doesn't that seem curiousto you?’ asked Gold.
“Curious?’ repeated Simon. “In what way?’

“Why would he have taken the time to tell me Kozinsky was dead? He could easily have delegated the
responsbility. And the only other thing he did was make arequest that he knew 1'd turn down. Why?’

“Y ou're an important man,” said Simon. “And, more to the point, you're an important thorn in hisside.
Maybe hefdlt it wastime to speak to you face to face.”

“1 don't think s0,” said Gold. “There has to be another reason.”



“For ingtance?’

Gold shrugged. “1 don't know. He didn't seem inclined to continue the conversation, so obviously he
learned what he wanted to know. But for thelife of me, | can't imagine what it was.”

“Maybe he wanted to make sure that you hadn't told any other Jesus Pures about Kozinsky,” suggested
Simon. “I imagine Vainmill is scared to degth thet hislittle exploit will become public and that someone
elsewill pick up the gauntlet, so to speek.”

Gold shook his head. “He never mentioned it. And even if | had told anyone, it's hardly the kind of
information I'd volunteer to him.” He lowered his head in thought. “He never mentioned the incident with
Titania, either. | wonder what he could have wanted.”

“Titania?’ repeated Smon. “Y ou mean the Andrican femae?’

“yes”

“What incident?’

Gold looked uncomfortable. “ A little misunderstanding aboard theComet .

“Y ou never mentioned it.”

“It wasn't important.”

“What happened?’ persisted Simon.

“I'm afraid that | scared the living daylights out of her,” admitted Gold.

Simon frowned. “Why?’

“I misinterpreted her actions, and she then misinterpreted mine. As| say, it wasjust amisunderstanding.”
“What did you do to frighten her?’

“I thought she was flaunting her body for my benefit, so | yelled a her,” said Gold uncomfortably.

“Areyou sureyou misinterpreted her actions?” said Smon. “After dl, sheis a progtitute. Perhaps the
madam told her to do that in the hope of weakening your resolve.”

“Weakening my resolve?’ exploded Gold. “ Do you think | had toresolve not to be tempted by her?

“I meant that such an act might weaken your resolve about removing her from theComet ,” said Smon
carefully.

“I'm more determined now than ever,” said Gold adamantly. “ She can't begin to know the effect she has
on human men.”

“Y ou might be overreacting. When dl issaid and done, shé'sanalien .”
“'A very eratic dien,” responded Gold.
“No human could find her sexudly dtractive.”

“Why not?In point of fact, she's quite attractive.”



“I trust you're not spesking from personal experience.”

“Remember whom you're speaking to!” snapped Gold.

Simon stared at hisfather. “What exactlydid she do?’ he asked at last.

“Nothing,” said Gold. “1 told you—it was amisunderstanding. The subject isclosed.”
Simon continued staring at him for another moment, then shrugged. “Whatever you say.”

“That'swhat | say,” replied Gold, aware that he should let the subject drop, but unwilling to let his son
have the last word. He paused. “ Anyway, Congtantine never mentioned it.”

“I'm sure that the customers scare the progtitutes dl thetime,” suggested Simon. “ After dl, the people
who frequent such places aren't exactly norma. Probably they go there supplied with whips and chains
and thelike”

A picture of Titania, arms and legs bound, flashed across Gold's mind. He couldn't decide whether he
was horrified or fascinated by it.

“That'senough,” he muttered at last, shaking hishead in aphysicd attempt to eradicate theimage. “Let's
get back to the important question: why did he contact me personaly?’

“I've dready given you the most likely answer,” said Simon.

Gold shook hishead. “ That's not good enough. There's got to be something more. He mentioned that
he'd been trying to get through for awhile, but that | hadn't answered his page. Why would aman who's
in charge of such an enormous operation take two or three hours out of hisday trying to tell me that
Kozinsky was dead? The only unexpected news he could have given me would have been that Kozinsky
wasdill dive”

“Y ou're making a mystery out of acommon courtesy,” said Smon with certainty.
“Perhaps,” said Gold. He tensed suddenly. “How long have you been here, Smon?’
“About half an hour.”

“Where were you before that?’

“ At my apartment. Why?”

“That's where Congtantine contacted you before, isn't it? When he told you that Kozinsky wasin the
Comet 's hospita ”’

“yYes”
“He could have spoken to you again, instead of trying to get through to me. Why didn't he?’
Simon shrugged. “I'm sure | don't know.”

Gold amiled triumphantly. “ Suddenly I'm sure | do.”

“Oh?

“Hedidn't want to relay any information to me,” said Gold. “We both knew Kozinsky couldn't last out
the day. He just wanted to make sure | was at home.”



“Why?

“I don't know—but it's got to have something to do with theComet. And, more to the point, it hasto
have something to do with Congtantine himsalf.” He paused. “Put it dl together and what do you get?
That Congtantine is going up to theComet , and he wanted to make sure | wouldn't be there!”

'What difference could it possibly maketo him?’

“I don't know—-but it'simportant to him that | remain on Deluros, or he wouldn't have checked up on my
wheregbouts.”

“Wdl, he'sgot hiswish.”

“Not for long,” said Gold. “I want you to book me passage up to theComet while| changeinto some
fresh clothes”

“For what purpose?’

“I don't know yet,” replied Gold. “But if he doesn't want me up there, then that's exactly where | belong.
If he'safraid | can disrupt whatever it isthat he's doing, then the very least | can doistry to make his
fearscometrue”

“Thisiscrazy!” protested Simon. “Y ou've just come back from theComet . He has no reason to assume
that you have any intention of ever returning to it. If he wasreally going up there and didn't want you to
follow him, the very last thing he would do would be to contact you in amanner that would arouse your

uspicions.”
“Youthink I'mwrong?’ said Gold. “Fine.| think I'm right, and I'm going to act on my belief.”

“Y ou're getting to the point where you're spending more time up there than one of their customers,”
complained Smon.

Gold's entire body tensed, and for amoment Simon thought his father was about to take aswing at him.
Then the moment passed, and Gold relaxed.

“All right,” he said in clipped tones. “ Arrange a shuttle for me, and —" He broke off in midsentence.
“No, that won't do. Any shuttle that goes up to theComet would probably forward alist of passengers
s0 Security could run afinancia check on them. Charter me a private ship; theré's no senseletting Titania
know I'm coming back up there.”

“Titania?’ said Smon, frowning.

“Did | say Titania?’ replied Gold, surprised. “I meant the Sted Butterfly, of course.” He fidgeted
uneasily. “It'sjust that we had been talking about Titania...”

Hisvoicetrailed off, and after an awkward silence he went off to shave, shower, and change his clothes.

Simon walked to Gold's office and arranged for hisfather's transportation up to theVelvet Comet . On
the way back to the living room an unusual sound cameto his ears, and he stopped until he could identify
it.

It was Thomas Gold, absently humming arhythmic aien melody as he stood before the bathroom mirror,
combing hishair as meticuloudy as he ever did before gppearing in front of avideo camera



Chapter 10

Gold stood at the Security gtation in theVelvet Comet ‘s airlock. He had been standing there for amost
fiveminutes.

Findly aburly man of medium height, with athick shock of unruly black hair and abeard which was
garting to turn gray, approached.

“All right,” he said, walking up to one of the guards. “What's the problem?’

“It's Doctor Gold, sir,” replied the green-clad woman. “I checked with the reservation desk, and he's not
expected—and herefusesto tell methe purpose of hisvisit.”

The burly man turned to Gold and stared at him, hands on hips.

“Twiceinoneday: thisisasurprise,” he said at last. “However, if you've changed your mind about
Kozinsky's body, I'm afraid you're too late. He's dready been cremated.”

“I'm not herefor Kozinsky.”

“Then to what do we owe the pleasure of this unexpected visit, Doctor Gold?’

“I'm looking for Richard Congtantine,” responded Gold.

“Well, you'relooking for him about four thousand milestoo high up. Hesin his office on Deluros VII1.”
“| have reason to believe that he's aboard theComet .”

“You'll haveto take my word for it that he's not here.”

“Andwho areyou?’ demanded Gold.

“You can cdl meAttila I'm the Chief of Security.”

“I've heard of you,” commented Gold. “At least, | remember your name.”

“It was chosen to be remembered,” replied Attilawith some satisfaction. He paused. “1'm sorry you've
wasted atrip, Doctor Gold.”

“I don't know that | have,” said Gold firmly. “1 think he'sup here.”
“And | tell you hesnot.”
“I don't believe you.”

“Well, therés no need to argue about it,” said Attilareasonably, walking over to acomputer bank. “We
can contact him in his officeright now.”

Gold shook his head. “Computers can berigged.”

“What will it take to convince you, Doctor Gold?” asked Attila. “I'm not at liberty to show you every
suite on theComet , and from what | know of the Jesus Pures you wouldn't agree to look anyway.”

“Hésnot in any of the suites,” said Gold with conviction.
“Where do you think heis?’



“I'm not sure.”

Attilascrutinized Gold'sintense, ascetic face for along minute. “If | didn't know that your religion forbids
it, I'd say that you'd been drinking, Doctor Gold. Do you know just how little sense you're making?’

“He'shere” repeated Gold stubbornly. “And I'm not leaving until | seehim.”
“Thenwell move abed into thearlock,” said Attila. “Because I'm not |etting you into theComet .
“Tell the Sted Butterfly I'm here,” said Gold. “ Shelll let mein.”

Attilanodded to another green-uniformed Security man. “Fair enough, Doctor Gold. If she agreesto see
you, I'll have you escorted to her office.” He amiled. “Who knows? We might even find acompanion for
you.”

“Keep acivil tonguein your head!” said Gold sharply.

“When | have the audacity to enter your church without prior notice or authorization, you can tell me
that,” replied Attila, the smile till on hislips but the amusement vanished from his eyes. “In the meantime,
try to remember that you have no more businessvisiting me a my place of businessthan | have visiting
you a yours. Andl haven't been waging acampaign of hate and fear against you,” he concluded.

The Security man, who had been speaking into tiny communicator in low tones, suddenly looked up.

“Shell seehim,” he announced. “ She says to take him to her office and shelll get there as soon as she

“Tell her to bring Congtantine with her,” said Gold.

“Hé's not aboard the ship, Sir,” replied the Security man.

“Any word about whether the good doctor isill to beinvisble?” asked Attila.
“No, gr.”

“Then | think well dlow our patrons to see who has decided to pay usavisit.”
“I'd prefer that you didn't,” said Gold.

“I don't doubt. it,” replied Attila. “However, your stated ambition isto put Vainmill, and hence theComet
, out of business. That means you intend to putme out of business.” He paused. “ Therefore, | hope you'll
understand if | fight back in any way | can.”

“How will alowing the patrons to see you escorting me to the Stedl Butterfly's office help your cause?’
asked Gold.

“Oh,I'm not escorting you, Doctor Gold,” said Attilawith asmile. “I have pressing business e sawhere
aboard theComet .

“Thenwho is?” asked Gold, suddenly apprehensve.
“Titaniag, | think,” replied Attila. He turned to the Security woman. “Page her.”
“What's the purpose of this?” demanded Gold.

“The faeries have been thefocus of your attackson us,” explained Attila “1 think it will be more



beneficid to my cause than to yoursif our patrons see her leading you into the brothel.”
Gold stared at the Security chief, an inscrutable expression on his gaunt, angular face.

“Takeit or leaveit, Doctor Gold,” said Attilafirmly. “Y ou go with her, or you leave the ship. Therésno
third dternative.”

“Let'sget onwithit,” said Gold.

“I'm glad you've decided to be areasonable man,” said Attila. He turned to the Security woman. “If she
hasn't got her trandator with her when she arrives, send her back for it. And make sure she knows she's
taking him to the Stedl Buitterfly's office, and not to one of the suites.”

Thewoman nodded, and Attilaturned back to Gold.

“Jugt out of curiogty, why do you think Congtantine is up here?’

“Assuaging your curiosity isnt my business,” said Gold coldly.

Attilashrugged, started to say something, seemed to think better of it, and left the airlock.

A moment later Titaniashowed up, thistime with her trandating device. She froze when she saw Gold,
and gave him awide berth as she approached the Security woman.

“Y ou paged me?’ she said, and her trandated voice, though definitely feminine, struck Gold as much too
mature for her body.

“Thisis Doctor Thomas Gold. Y ou are to escort him to the Sted Butterfly's office, and remain there with
him until shearives”

Titanialooked apprehensively a Gold.

“How long will that be?’ she asked.

The Security woman shrugged. “ Five or ten minutes, | suppose. Why?’
“May we take the tram?’

“Why not?We don't care who seeshim thistime.”

Titania asked another half-dozen questions, eyeing Gold nervoudy the wholetime. Finaly, when the
Security woman'sirritation became apparent, the little Andrican sighed and walked to the door.

“Please follow me, Doctor Gold,” she said.

Gold fell into step behind her, walked out into the Mall, and soon reached the escalator that led down to
the tramway. Titania, till noticeably frightened of him, timed her progress so that they were never done,
and they rode the tramcar to the brothel in total silence.

A few moments later they werein the reception foyer, and Gold was suddenly aware of the curious
glancesthat were being cast in hisdirection. He pulled himsdf up to hisfull height and glared back a
each onlooker in turn. Most of them dropped their eyes, afew didn't, and one of them—a government
officid from digant Altair [11—grinned a him with vast amusemen.

Titania, who had started off and then noticed that Gold wasn't following her, came back to him and took



his hand. Once more hefdt the eectric thrill he had experienced earlier in the day, but thistime he didn't
jerk hishand back.

“Thisway, Doctor Gold,” shesaid.

He nodded, and alowed her to lead him through the foyer and down a crowded corridor that passed by
anumber of restaurants and bars. He saw what seemed to be a huge casino off to hisright, but Titania
led him away fromiit, into a corridor with alarge RESTRICTED sign posted on it. She released his hand
the instant they were no longer surrounded by prostitutes and patrons, and walked past four doors,
stopping at the fifth. She then deactivated her trandator just long enough to trill four melodic notes, and
waked into the room as the door did back.

Gold followed her, barely clearing the doorway before the door closed again, and found himsdf in what
was obvioudy the Stedl Buitterfly's office. Holographs of some two dozen women, the Sted Butterfly's
predecessors, formed four neat rows on one of the walls. Human and dien artifacts were scattered
carefully about the room, displayed on tables and wall shelves. To one side of theroom, just opposite an
artificia fireplace, were a pair of couches which faced each other across an ebony-and-chrome table, the
surface of which was a computer screen. Thefar corner of the room had been given over to the Stedl
Butterfly's newest possession: aglowing e ectronic representation of the horserace, both animals
gparkling and glowing asthey lunged, sweseting and straining, for the finish line. He noted with some
amusement that in this particular rendition of the race, the big red colt that had so captivated her wasthe
winner.

“May | get you something to drink?” asked Titania.

“A cup of teg, thank you,” said Gold.

The faeriewaked to the Sted Butterfly'swet bar, vanished behind it for amoment, and then reemerged.
“She doesn't have any teg,” she said.

“Water, then,” said Gold.

She walked behind the bar once more, poured him a glass of water, and carried it across the room to
him.

“Thank you,” said Gold.

“Y ourewecome.”

He stared down at her.

“How old areyou?’ he asked.

“Thirty-four,” shereplied.

“Galactic Standard years?’ he said increduloudly.

“yes”

“I don't believeit!” He stared at her. “Y ou look soyoung .”

She seemed to find that amusing, though her trandated voice remained impassive. “1am young.”

“I mean that you look like achild.”



“I will livefor amost two hundred years.”

“I know. I'veread al about Andricans. But I'm till surprised that you don't look more mature.”
“Thisistheway | will look until | die.” She paused. “I'm sorry that it displeasesyou.”

“It doesn't displease me,” said Gold. He paused awkwardly. “In fact, | think you're quite lovely.”
She amiled with childlike ddight. “Do you redly?’

He stared at her intently. “Yes.”

Suddenly the smile vanished. “Then why do you keep shouting & me?’

Hesighed. “I don't mean to shout at you, Titania. I'm just upset that circumstances have forced you to
work here.”

“But Ilike working here.”
“That's because you don't know any better.”
“Thereisno place | would rather be,” she said adamantly.

“I redize that your surroundings are luxurious,” said Gold. “But surely you would prefer to do something
other than spend every day copulating with lecherous, sinful men who pay for your favors.”

“Why?1like meeting new people.”
“But you don't haveto like having sex with them!”

“Why shouldn't | likeit? Men aremuch better lovers than Andricans.” She smiled and made a quick,
emphatic motion with her handsthat he didn't understand.

Gold closed hiseyesfor amoment, then looked at her again.
“What do Andrican femaesdo for aliving?’ he asked.

Titania shrugged contemptuoudly, asif their jobsweretoo trivial even to mention. “ They don't get to wear
clotheslikethis .” She spread her armsto show off her tranducent silver gown.

“Don't dothat,” said Gold, unableto tear hisfascinated gaze from her nipples, which were clearly visble
beneath the soft fabric.

“I think it's pretty,” she said, turning around once with a sensud dien grace that belied her childlike face.
“Dontyoulikeit?’

“Yes | likeit,” hesad intently.

“Then what'swrong with it?’

“It'sindecent!” he muttered.

He was sure she would laugh a him, but she didn't.

“It'ssupposed to beindecent,” she explained, the flat eectronic tones of the trandator mirroring her
seriousness. “ TheVelvet Comet isabrothd.”



“Don't you understand that God disapproves of what you're doing?’ he demanded.
“Your god might disapprove,” shereplied, with atota lack of concern. “ Minedoesn't.”
“Thereisonly one God,” he said sternly.

“Oh, no,” she corrected him. “There's yours, and mine, and the Lodinites, and the Canphorites, and the
Bolarians have three. And those are just the ones | know about.”

“Thereisone God,” Gold repeated.

“I would not say that to aBolarian priest,” shereplied.

“Thereis one God, and He condemnsthe sinful to everlasting hell.”
“How does he know who issinful 7’

“Heiswatching us.”

She threw back her head and laughed so loudly that he could hear thetrilling of her red voice aswell as
the trandated laughter.

“Heisvery much like some of theComet 's patrons!” she said at last.
“That's blasphemoud”

She paused for amoment, then asked: “Do you fear your god?’

“Of course”

“Then why do you devote your life to someone you fear?’

“| fear His strength and power, but | love His compassion.”

“If you can love someone you fear, then why do you think it iswrong for me to make loveto people |
don't fear?’ she asked, genuinely puzzled.

“Thisisridiculoud” snapped Gold. “Why am | wasting my time arguing religion with you?’
She backed away from him quickly. “Y ou're angry again.”
He watched her, fascinated by the movement of her breasts and hips.

“I'm not angry, Titania” said Gold, trying to control hisvoice. “1 likeyou, truly | do. More than you can
possibly know,” he added in a strained voice. Then he shook hishead. “But | don't understand you.”

“| don't understand you either, but it doesn't make me shout at you.” She stared at him for amoment.
“Everybody € se wantsto have sex with me. All you want to do is shout.”

“Thet'snot true.”

“Y oudo want to have sex with me?’” she asked with adisarmingly innocent smile.

“No!”

“I'mvery good,” she said, and even the trandated voice sounded enticing. “ Everyone says I'm better than



ahuman woman.”
"Don't say that!"

“You see?’ she said with ashrug. “Nothing makes you happy. | guess you must just be angry with
everyone.”

“I'mnot angry!” Suddenly he took a deep breath and walked over to achair. “I've got to cam myself,”
he muttered.

He sat down and pressed hisfingersto histemples.

“Doesyour head hurt?’ asked Titania, saring a him with a catlike curiosity.
“It will pass”

“Can | do anything to make you fed better?’

He gtared at her for along moment. Y ou can deectivate your trandator and Sng asong,” he said sowly.
“I would find that very restful.”

“If youwigh,” shesad.
“But you must never tell anyonethat | requested it,” he added sharply.

She nodded and trilled abrief answer, and Gold, with agrowing sense of excitement, redlized that the
trand ating device was dready off.

A moment later the room wasfilled with her alien music, each me odic tone sounding likethe chime of ice
on the finest crystd. Gold leaned back as she crooned her song, waiting for the tenson to drain from his
throbbing head and finding to his consternation that it had spread throughout his body as he watched her
swayingintimeto themusic.

Suddenly the room became silent, and Titaniaactivated her trandator again.

“Didyoulikeit?’ she asked.

“Very much,” whispered Gold.

“Shdl | sng another song for you?’

“I think you'd better not,” he said with an enormous effort of will.

“Youdidnt likeit.” Gold imagined that he could distinguish asense of hurt in the trandated voice.
“Yes, | did. Please bdieveme.”

“Then | will ang another song.”

Before he could protest again, she had turned off her trandator and a new melody permeated the room.
Gold closed hiseyes, leaned his head back againgt the couch, and found himsalf humming along with her.

“That was very lovely,” he said when she had concluded.

“You are very easy to please,” shereplied, activating the trandator.



“AmI?

“yYes”

He stared unblinking at her. “How easy?’ he said softly.

She looked at hisflushed face and rigid body, and suddenly a smile of comprehension crossed her face.
“Veryeasy.”

“Why do you think so?’

Shewaked over and stood directly in front of him, her posture one of open invitation.
“Becausemy job ispleasing people.”

Gold's hands began shaking again.

“How can you look so innocent and be so wanton?” he whispered.

“How innocent do | look?” she asked, her alien eyes wide with mock curiosity.
“Likealittlegirl.”

“Would you like meto beyour littlegirl?’ she asked. “To reward when I'm good and punish when I'm
bad?’

Hetried to answer, but dl that came out was an unintelligible concoction of sound.
“Can| cal you Daddy?’ she continued.

“Don't do this,” he whispered.

“Don't do what, Daddy?’ she asked, amused by his obvious torment.

“Don't flaunt yourself beforeme,” he sad. “I'm amord, God-fearing man!”

“Then you'l haveto punishme” shesad, grinning.

“Would you like to put me over your knee?’

“Yes,” he breathed, then jumped to hisfeet. “No!” he shouted. “I'm Thomas Gold, and | cannot beled
adray!”

“Then can't | beyour little girl anymore?’ she asked with mock regret.

“Don't toy with melikethis” he pleaded. “Y ou'rejust achild! Y ou can't know what you're doing!” He
stopped in mid-tirade and stared, wild-eyed, at her.

“God, but you're beautiful!” he whispered. Helooked at her silver, feathery hair. “What doesit fed like?’
he asked.

He reached out to her, and felt an even stronger sensation than that which he had experienced earlier in
the cargo area. “'Y ou look so very innocent!” he whispered, stroking her hair and neck.

“Therés not an awful lot that she'sinnocentof ,” said asardonic voice from behind him.



Startled, he whirled around and found himself facing the Steel Buitterfly.
“How long have you been there?’ he demanded.

“I just camein.”

He stared at her, momentarily disoriented.

“I —” He stopped, looked at the grinning Titania, then back at the madam. “I only...” He began
sammering, and hisvoicetrailed off.

“Titania, you can leave usnow,” said the Stedl Buiterfly.

The little faerie skipped across the room and out the door while Gold watched her, blinking furioudy and
struggling for composure.

“Shetried to—" he began, then stopped again and stared at hishands, asif they were dien things that
bel onged to someone dse. Findly helooked up at the Steel Buitterfly. “All | did wastouch her hair, |
swear it!”

“I believeyou.”

“I wasjust curious asto how it felt,” he continued, feding like afool but unable to make himsdf stop
talking. “1t's not like human hair, you know. Itstextureis, well, different, and | wanted to touch it and see
what it fdt like, to seeif it was more feathery or hairy, to the touch | mean. So | got up and | walked
over and | reached out and | touched it. That'sdl | did. I'm Thomas Gold, and | would never do anything
else, anything more. | just touched her hair, just that, | swear to God!”

“Maybe you'd better take aminute to compose yourself, Doctor Gold,” said the Stedl Butterfly, walking
to the bar and starting to mix herself adrink.

“lam composed,” he said unsteadily.
“Perhaps not as much as you think,” she replied without looking up.

Hetook a step toward her, felt amild sense of discomfort, and suddenly became aware that he had an
erection that was clearly visible beneath histrousers.

Heimmediately sat down on the nearest chair.

“Don't look so distressed, Doctor Gold,” said the Steel Butterfly, not without atrace of sympathy.
“Y ou're not exactly unique.”

“I don't know what you mean.”
“I mean that the business of abrothd ishuman frailty.”
“| didn't molest her!” he protested.

“I know you didn't. If you had tried, Security would have been here on the double. There are three very
well-camouflaged holo camerasin the office”

“Ohmy God!” he breathed. “Do you mean that everything that happened hereis on aholo disk
somewhere?’



She nodded. “ Of course.”

“What right did you have to spy on me?’ he demanded hotly.

“Youreinmy office, Doctor Gold,” shereplied. “I'd hardly consider it spying.”

“Y ou purposdly stayed away while she flaunted hersdf & mel” heraged. “Y ou set me up for thigl”
The Sted Butterfly shook her head. “1 did no such thing, Doctor Gold.”

“Then why weren't you here to meet me when | got to the office?’ he demanded.

“I was busy,” shereplied. “And | hardly expected to see you twicein one day,” she added reasonably.
“Where's Constantine? Thiswashis ideal”

“Héeson Deuros VI, | imagine,” answered the Stedl Buitterfly.

“No!” ydled Gold. “He's herel”

“We're expecting him tomorrow, but | can attest to the fact that he's not aboard theComet at this

“Lied All lied”
“It'sthetruth.”

“But hemust be herel” perssted Gold, his voice suddenly confused and amost whining. “That'swhy |
came—to seehim.”

“I think we both know why you came, Doctor Gold,” she said gently.

“I only touched her hair!”

“What else would you have touched if | hadn't entered the room when | did?’

A look of utter panic flashed across histortured face. “What do you intend to do with those holo disks?”
“I haven't thought about it,” shereplied.

“Y ou mustn't show them to anyone!”

“Just aminute, Doctor Gold.” She turned toward her tabletop computer termind. “ Cupid?’

“Yes?' said the computer's electronic voice.

“Put everything from the time Doctor Gold entered the office until he leavesinto my Persond file”

She turned back to Gold. “No one will be alowed access to what we say unless | order Cupid to release
it.” She paused. “Y ou have certain disks of ours. Perhaps we could arrange atrade.”

“Then | wasright! Thiswhole thing wasyour ideal”
“No, Doctor Gold. | didn't even know you were coming here. Thiswhole thing wasyour ideal”

“How do | know you won't make copiesfirs?’



She amiled. “How do | knowyou won't?’

He stared sullenly at her. “1 won't part with them.”

“Even in exchange for the record of what happened in here?’

“I have my reasons.”

“I'm sureyou do.”

He stared at her, apprehension replacing outrage on his pae face.
“What happens now?’

“Nothing.”

“What do you mean, nothing? Are you blackmailing me or aren't you?’
“Blackmail isan ugly word, Doctor Gold,” said the Stedl Butterfly. “1'm trying to effect atrade with you.”
“I won't part with the Delvaniadisks!” he declared passionately.

“Y ou dbsolutely ing st on keeping them?’

“Yed” he shouted, hiseyes blazing in half-crazed defiance.

“Y ou're the leader of more than two million Jesus Pures,” she said pointedly. “Have you thought the
consequencesif they should seethisdisk?’

“If that disk isever released, I'll come back here and kill you with my own hands!”
She sighed. “ Y ou redize, of course, that your threat is now amatter of record?’
He looked confused. “But you told the computer ... | thought you said that —”

“I said that no one could access this disk without my permission. That'svaid only aslong asI'm dive.
Two minutes after you killed me Attilawould be going through every disk in my Persond file, looking for
alikdy mative”

He began pacing the floor distractedly. “1'm sorry,” he muttered. “1'm sorry. | said that in the hest of the
moment. | couldn't kill anyone.”

“I believeyou.”

“But Ican't let my son seethat disk!”

“And you won't trade the Delvanian disksto me?’

“lcan't I”

She finished her drink and placed the empty glass on the bar.

“All right, Doctor Gold,” she said. “My only concernistheVelvet Comet . Therest of Vainmill cango
graight to hell for dl | care.” She paused. “If you'll promise not to mention theComet or the fagriesagain
inyour broadcasts, I'll promise not to release the disk. Y ou can go right on attacking Fiona Bradley and
Vanmill to your heart's content, aslong as you leave theComet alone. Have we got aded ?’



“yYes”
“Then | guessthat concludes our business,” she said. “Do you need afew minutes before you leave?’
Suddenly exhausted, he nodded his head. “ Thank you,” he said wesarily.

“Y ou're welcome, Doctor Gold.”

He spent acouple of minutesin slence, trying to control his aternating fedings of lust and shame, then
got to hisfeet and followed her to the door.

She pointed to anearby eevator.

“Thet leadsto the service area. You're welcometo takeit, if you'd like to get back to your ship without
being seen.”

“I think it would be best,” said Gold. He turned to her, a puzzled expresson on hisface. “Y ou're sure
Richard Congtantine isn't aboard theComet 7’

“Y ou never redly thought hewas, did you?’ shereplied.

Thirty minuteslater, as he sat in exquisite misery on the planet-bound ship, he ill didn't know the answer
to the Stedl Butterfly'sfina question. Then the exertions of thelong day caught up with him, and he
nodded off to deep.

Theimp waswaiting for him, asusud.

“Hi, Daddy,” he said, and suddenly metamorphaosed into afaerie in atranducent gown. “Did you bring
me a present?’

“Yes, | did,” said Gold. “Buit first you must close your eyes.”
Thefaerie closed her eyes, her face amask of happy anticipation, as Gold began dipping off his clothing.
“All right,” he said after amoment. “Y ou can look now.”
“Oh, Daddy!” she crooned happily, her words a series of tinkling chimes.
Chapter 11
“Attilawishes to speak to you on Channel K,” announced Cupid.
“All right,” said the Sted Buttterfly. “Put him through.”

The Security chief ‘s holograph flickered into existence and took on shape and form. *“ Got a minute to
answer acouple of questions?’ he asked her.

“For you? Always,” she said pleasantly.
“Okay. Firg of dl, what the hell isaPersond file?’
“Ah!” Sheamiled. “Youvereviewed thedisk.”

“Didn't anyone ever tdl you that if you want to maintain confidentiaity you use aPriority file coded to
your Vanmill Employee Number?’



“Of course,” answered the Stedl Buitterfly. “But nobody ever told that to Doctor Gold.”

“Then you just wanted him tothink that Security couldn't accessthe disk?’

“Certainly,” she said, amused. “Y ou're dow today, Attila”

“I guess| must be,” he admitted. “This Persond file bullshit took me by surprise.”

“Y ou mentioned that you had two questions. What was the other?’

Attila'simage stared directly at her for amoment, deadly serious.

“Who gave you theright to make a private treaety with Gold?’ he said at last.

“You'rereferring to my promise never to make use of the disk, of course?’ said the Stedl Buitterfly.
“Your promise,” he said emphaticaly. “Notmine .

He paused. “ This disk iswhat weve been waiting for. Weve finaly got something that'll turn this man into
alaughingstock, and you didn't even get him to turn over the Delvaniafootage for it.”

“Hell never usewhat he got from Delvania,” she said confidently.
“Maybe so, maybe not.”
“| guaranteeit.”

“Evenif you'reright, that doesn't mean that someone esein his organization won't useit. For starters,
he's supposed to have a son who's even more of afanatic thanhe is”

“Hell never show it to hisson.”
What makesyou so sure?’ perssted Attila
“Because understanding sexud obsessonismy business” replied the Sted Buitterfly.

“Well, protecting theComet ismine,” answered Attila. “I'm going to have to turn that disk over to
Congantine.”

“You'reafool,” shesad. “Thomas Gold is ho threat to anyone except Thomas Gold.”

“That soundsimpressive, but it doesn't mean shit if yourewrong. What if he attacks us again? After dl, a
fanatic doesn't have to honor hisword.”

“What if he does attack us again? He's been doing it for months, and what good hasit done him?’
“Areyou saying that youexpect him to bregk hisbargain?’

“It'sapossibility.”

“And yet you don't consder him adanger to us?’ he demanded increduloudly.

“Let meput it another way,” she said. “Where does your loydty lie—to theComet or to the Vanmill
Syndicate?’

“They'rethe samething.”



She shook her head vigoroudy. “They'renot . Vainmill wasal set to shut us down before Fiona Bradley
took over. Werejust atiny cog in one of their many machines.”

“What are you getting at?’ asked Attila, saring a her intently.

“I'mtrying to tell you that Richard Congtantineisafar greater threet to theVelvet Comet than that poor,
guilt-ridden religious fanetic ever will be.”

“Congantine?’ said Attilawith asarcagtic laugh. “Who the hdll do you think has been fighting Gold for
LS?!

“Only becauseit'sagood career move at thispoint intime,” responded the Stedl Buitterfly. “It'shisfirst
assgnment in Fiona Bradley's adminigiration, and he wantsto impress her. HEll have no compunction
about cutting us loose the moment we become bothersome to him. He's so ambitious he makes Cassius
look fat and full.”

“Evenif you'reright, that'sal the more reason to get rid of Gold by using that disk.”

She shook her head again. “In his current mental and emotiond state, he's the least effective foe we could
have. Find some way to discredit him, and whoever replaces him will be far more formidable.”

“Let meget thisstraght,” said Attila. “ Y ou're telling me that you want Gold attacking us precisaly
because this obsesson he's got for the faerieis driving him off the degp end?’

“That'sright.” She paused. “ There are lots of jobsfor Security men—~but once you've been the madam
of theVelvet Comet , no other position is acceptable. | intend to do whatever it takes to make sure that
my job doesn't disgppear out from under me.”

He stared at her and sighed heavily. “ And | thought! was a cold son of abitch!”

Sheamiled patronizingly a him. “Y ou're young yet. | sill have hopesfor you.”
Chapter 12

Gold looked up from his computer when he heard Simon knocking at the door.

“yes?

“They'rehere,” said Smon.

“I'll beright out,” said Gold, deectivating the computer.

He stood up, took afew steps toward the door, and then hesitated.

“Smon?’

“Yes, Father?’

“I'm just finishing up some notes for one of my sermons. Tl them I'll be out in five minutes.”

“All right.”

Gold returned to the computer.

“Activate” hesad.



The computer hummed tolife.
“Bring up thelast image.”

A holograph of two nude female faeries, locked in alesbian embrace, appeared directly above the
computer.

He studied theimage, his head beginning to throb again.

“Action.”

The frozen fagries cameto life, kissing and caressing one another under the direction of an offstage tutor.
“Deactivatein four minutes,” said Gold, leaning forward and staring unblinking at the holograph.

The faeriesrolled across their enormous bed, changing positions frequently, their actions more
frenzied—and suddenly the computer shut down. “What happened?’ demanded Gold.

FOUR MINUTES HAVE ELAPSED.

Gold read the printed response and shook his head vigoroudly.

“It couldn't have been more than 30 seconds!”

| HAVE JUST RECHECKED MY FUNCTIONS. THERE HAS BEEN NO ERROR.
“There must have been!”

| HAVE CHECKED MY FUNCTIONS YET AGAIN, AND THEY ARE ALL WORKING
PROPERLY.

Gold took histimepiece from hiswrigt and laid it down next to the compuiter.
“ Show me the same footage again,” he ordered.

The two faeries reappeared, passionately stroking and kissing each other precisdly asthey had done
before.

Gold watched them intently, and even after the computer had deactivated he continued to stare at the
empty space where they had appeared. Asredlity dowly impinged upon him, he sighed and leaned back
on hischair, feding mildly uncomfortable as the knotted musclesin hisarms and legs began relaxing.

Suddenly he leaned forward and checked histimepiece.

Seven minutes had eapsed.

“Damn!” he muttered. “Activeate.”

The computer cameto life once more.

“Runitagan.”

Once again the two faeries gppeared, and this time Gold made sure to check the time every few seconds.

He was el ghty-five seconds into the footage when Simon knocked on the door.



“What isit?" he snapped.

“Areyou dl right, Father?’

“Of courseI'mdl right! What do you want?’

“I thought you were coming out in five minutes. It's been dmogt fifteen.”
“Five, fifteen—what's the difference? I'm busy!”

“Cantitwait?" asked Smon.

“No, it can't!”

“How much longer will you be?’ persisted Simon.

“Aslong asit takes. Now leave me aone!”

There was no reply, and Gold walked back to the computer, which was ill running the scene.
“Start it again,” he commanded. “ And put the running time above them.”

The computer ingtantly complied, and Gold stared at the scene before him with renewed intengity. Findly
it flickered out of existence.

“All right,” hesaid grudgingly. “Y ou wereright. Desctivete”

He stood up, paused amoment until his breathing became more normal, and then left his office and
walked to the living room, where his son, daughter, and grandson were waiting for him.

“Chrigina” he said, amiling. “How wonderful it isto seeyou again!” Helooked down at Jeremy. “My
goodness! Y ou've grown another inch! Are you ready for atrip to the museum tomorrow?’

Jeremy assured him that he was|looking forward to it, then ran off to the dining room to help Corinne set
thetable.

Chrigtina surveyed her father criticaly. “Y ou've been under quiteadtrain,” sheremarked at last.
“Why should you think s0?’ asked Gold defensively. “1 was just working on asermon.”

“I wasn't talking about that,” shereplied. “Y ou've got to have lost fifteen pounds since thelast time | was
here”

“Maybetwo or three” he said. “But hardly fifteen.”

“Have you seen adoctor?’ she continued. “Y ou redly don't look well, Father.”
'| appreciate your concern, but | fed fine” he said.

“Wadll, you don't look it.”

“I trust you intend to spend an equal amount of time nagging your mother about the weight she's gained,”
sad Gold.

“Shelooks hedlthy. You don't.”



“I told you—I'mfine.”
“Simon, doyou think he'sal right?’ she asked her brother worriedly.
“It'snone of Simon's business,” interrupted Gold.

“Besides, he's got more important things to do these days than spend histime playing nursemaid to a
perfectly hedlthy man.”

“Y ou mean his book?’

“That, too,” said Gold. “But I've been letting him handle alot of the church's routine administrative duties
for the past few weeks while | work on my sermons.” He paused. “1 trust you heard the last two?’

“Of course”
“Did they sound asiif they were given by adoddering old man with onefoot in the grave?’

“No,” she admitted. “ But you must have used alot of makeup and some very careful cameraangles. You
couldn't havelogt al thisweight since your last broadcast.”

“| told you—you're exaggerating.” Hetried to change the subject again. “ By the way, what did you think
of them?’

“Them?’
“My sermons.”

“They werefine,” said Chrigting, deciding that any further discussion of her father's health would smply
result in an argument. “ Robert and | noticed that you haven't mentioned the Andricans at all for the past
two weeks. Did Vainmill release them from their contracts?”

“No,” said Gold, suddenly uncomfortable. “I just thought I'd do better to focus on FionaBradley for a
while. After dl, the faeries are just the symptom; Bradley and VVainmill are the disease.”

“| supposeyoureright,” she said. “But after that video special last week about how theComet has had
to adapt to their needs, | was sure you'd be concentrating on them again.”

“They've pretty much served their purpose,” said Gold. “We don't want the public getting tired of them.”
“Y ou make this sound more like apolitical campaign than amora crusade,” remarked Chrigtina.

“To someextent it isprecisely that,” interjected Simon. “If we get the Andricans released, Vanmill will
ill bein the business of doing evil. But if we can bring Vanmill down, the Andrican situation will be
resolved smultaneoudy.”

“I never thought I'd hear Simon Gold equating politicsand religion,” she said with asmile,

“I'mnot,” said Simon gtiffly. “ But were waging abattle to win men's souls, and it would be foolish not to
use every weapon at our disposal.”

“Mother mentioned one of those wegpons,” said Chrigtina. “A man named Kozinsky, from the Declan
sygem.”

“Then | trust she also mentioned that we had nothing to do with it,” answered Simon heatedly.



“Shedidnthave to mentionit,” shereplied. “1 know my father.” Shelooked directly into Smon's eyes.
“But I'll betyou had him condemned to eternal damnation before he had drawn hislast breath.”

“Hetried to take human lives,” said Simon.
“I notice you didn't sayinnocent human lives” she remarked, amused.
“Innocent or guilty, it makes no difference. The Lord tells usthat we must not kill.”

“I think that under the right circumstances, you could wipe out aregiment without turning ahair,” she
sad.

“Chrigting, you shouldn't say that about your brother,” said Gold. “He happens to be the most righteous
man |'ve ever been privileged to know.”

“That'sjust the kind of man who will commit any crime without compunction if he's convinced he'sright,”
sad Chrigina

“I'm perfectly willing to be judged for my past and present sins,” said Smon irritably. “But if it'sdl the
sameto you, | don't fed like defending mysdlf for snsasyet uncommitted and unconceived.”

“I didn't say youwould , Smon,” replied hissigter. “ Just that youcould .
“Rubbish!”

“Not necessarily,” commented Gold. “1 suspect that anyone could commitany sin under the proper
circumstances.”

She shook her head. “Not you, Father,” she said firmly.
“Evenme”
“Thomas Gold?I doubt it.”

“Then dlow me to thank you for your vote of confidence, even while | dissgreewithit,” he said ironicaly.
“By the way, where's Robert?’

“Hesarriving afew hours before your broadcast next Thursday evening.”

Gold turned to Simon. “ This animosity between you and your brother-in-law has got to stop. Were
supposed to be afamily, and I'm getting sick and tired of seeing each of you only when the other is
absent. Y ou're both mature adults; it seemsto me that you ought to be able to get dong with each other
for an evening without arguing.”

“| agree,” said Simon.
“Then when are the two of you going to make an effort?’ persisted Gold.

“Wedready have,” replied Simon smugly. “In fact, I've been in contact with Robert twice within the past
week.”

“And you didn't fight?”’
“Certainly not.”
“I'm delighted to hear it,” said Gold. “ Surprised, but delighted.”



“Robert's not totally unreasonable under the proper circumstances,” added Simon.

“I've beentrying to tell you that for years,” said Christina.

“What's the cause of this new family harmony?’ asked Gold.

“Y our next broadcast, as amatter of fact,” replied Simon.

“I'mafrad | don't follow you.”

“I've got asurprisefor you, Father,” said Simon, looking inordinately pleased with himself.
“Canyou tdl menow, or do | haveto wait until Thursday evening?’ asked Gold.

“The sooner you know, the better, since | have afeding that you're going to want to change your
sarmon.”

“Changeit?’ repeated Gold. “What do you mean?’
“| assume you had planned to attack Fiona Bradley again?’
Gold nodded. “I'll be discussing Vanmill's abuse of diensin the Bellermaine system.”

Simon smiled and shook hishead. “No you won't.” He paused for dramatic effect. “ Y ou'll be talking
about the Andricans.”

“No,” said Gold firmly. “1 made them the subject of four broadcastsin arow. It'stime to moveto other
things”

“Not just yet,” ssid Smon, still amiling.

“I won't talk about the fagries again. | made apromise.”
“A promise?” asked Chrigtina

“To mysdf,” answered Gold hadtily.

“Wadll, you're about to break it,” said Simon.

“No, I'mnot,” said Gold decisively. “The subject is closed.” He paused. “Now, what's this surprise
you've cooked up?’

“Robert isbringing two Andricansto Deluroswith him,” said Smon.
“What?’

“| thought we ought to do something to counter any favorable impression that Constantine's documentary
created. Y ou know, bring the faeries out and let them stand on the stage with you, so people can seejust
how inoffensive and vulnerable they are, maybe even have them say afew words about how progtitution

isunknown on their home planet and what aterrible fate has befalen the Andricans on theVel vet Comet

“Robert'sbringing faeriesto Deluros?’ said Gold, blinking rapidly and trying to assmilate what he had
just heard.

“Heis an dlien anthropologist, aswell as an exobiologist,” answered Simon. “He's had contact with races



al over the gdaxy. So when | got the ideawhile watching the documentary, | contacted him to seeif it
was feasible. He had to contact their government to seeif he could get two of them to agree to cometo
Deuroswith him, which iswhy | didn't know that we could actualy accomplishit until yesterday.” He
paused. “I thought you'd figure it out when Christina showed up.”

“Chriginavigts us every sx or seven months,” said Gold distractedly.
“But it'sonly been amonth and ahdf sincel washere,” Chrigtinainterjected.

Gold stared at her, trying vainly to get his thoughts and emotions back into focus. “A month and ahaf?’
he repested dishelievingly.

She studied hisface with concerned eyes.
“Areyou dl right, Father?” she asked. “ Y ou look quite pale.”
“I'mfing” he said, regaining his composure. “It'sjust that so much has happened in the last few weeks...”

“Anyway, | thought you'd be pleased,” continued Simon doggedly. “It's the opportunity of alifetimeto
show the people areal Andrican, not one of those obscenethings that have been trained by the Steel
Butterfly and told what to say to the cameraby Richard Congtantine.”

“But | promised...” muttered Gold.

“Wall, obvioudy thisian't the surprise | had hoped it would be,” said Simon, making no attempt to hide
his disappointment. “ Still, | need adecison from you. If you think it'sabad idea, I'll haveto get in touch
with Robert immediatdy.”

“Why?’ demanded Gold, suddenly tense.

“There's no sense bringing the Andricans here without areason,” explained Simon. “If you redly don't
want to use them, I'll have Robert return them to their planet.”

“Return them?’ repested Gold. “Return them?’

Simon's face clouded with concern. “Would you like to sit down, Father? Christinas right—you don't
look at al well.”

“You're not returning anything!” said Gold.
“Thenyoudo want to use them?’ said Smon, his enthusiasm returning.

“Definitdy!” said Gold, hisface suddenly divewith an excitement that Simon and Chrigtinaboth
misinterpreted.

“I'm sorry if | seemed unagppreciative at first, but 1've had alot on my mind lately.” Helaid ahand on
Simon's shoulder. “It'san excdllent ideg; | should have thought of it myself. Now how about some
dinner? I'm suddenly hungry!”

They spent the next hour egting, and talking about Corinne's latest needlepoint, and Jeremy's schooling,
and Robert's proposed fieldwork on the Outer Frontier, and then Gold excused himsdlf, explaining that
he had to work on his new sermon.

“That's the happiest I've seen him in months,” remarked Simon.



“| thought he needed arest,” replied Chrigtina. “1 guess what he redlly needed was anew chdlenge.”
She paused and shook her head wonderingly. “Hes atruly remarkable man.”

And, thirty feet away, locked in his office, Thomas Gold stared trangfixed, as the two female fagries once
again went through their sexud contortionswith a sensud dien grace.

Chapter 13
The Stedl Buitterfly sat on a.couch opposite her tabletop computer, amixed drink in her hand.

Attila approached her door, waited for hisretina pattern to register, and then entered the office asthe
door did back into thewall.

“Good afternoon,” she said asthe door closed behind him and he approached her. “Thank you for
coming so promptly.”

“Happy to,” he said. “And now that I'm here, maybe you'll tell me what's so important that you couldn't
discussit over theintercom.”

“Richard Congantine is due to communicate with me in the next few minutes,” shereplied. “1 thought you
might find it interesting.”

“That'swhat thisisal about?’ demanded Attila. “He calsyou dl thetime.”
“But thistime hésgot acrigson hishands,” shereplied.
“What kind of crigs?’

“Thomas Gold's son-in-law ison hisway to Deluroswith apair of faeries” She smiled. “1'm not
supposed to know it—but | am not without my sourcesinsgde Vainmill.”

Attilashook his head. “Hesredly gone over the edge, hasn't he?’ he remarked. “Imagine importing his
own progtitutes!”

She shook her head. “They're not prostitutes.”

Attilafrowned. “Then | don't understand.”

“My guessisthat he's going to use them on his next broadcast.”

“So much for keeping hisword.” He paused. “What does this have to do with me?’

“You gill haven't turned that disk over to Congtantine. | thought you might like to see what he's like under
pressure before you do.”

“Why don't | just listen in from Security headquarters?’ asked Attila. “He knowsal your communications
aremonitored and logged.”

“Because I'll want to discuss the conversation with you in private onceit's over.”

“Nothing that goesoninthisplaceisever in private,” said Attila. “ That's how we got the materia on
Goldinthefirg place”

“But you and | are going to put thiswhole conversation in a Priority file—what we say to Congtantine,
and what we say to each other after it'sover. I've dready instructed Cupid to do so.”



“Doyouredly think al this secrecy is necessary?’ he asked dubioudly.
13 YSH
He stared at her. “ Y ou don't think ahell of alot of Constantine, do you?’

“On the contrary, | think he's avery accomplished troubleshooter. Fiona Bradley's been using him for
years, and he hasn't let her down yet.”

“ Bljt?’

“But hisloydtiesareto Vainmill, and mine are to theComet . There's no question in my mind that sooner
or later he can destroy Thomas Gold with or without our hel p—on the assumption that Gold doesn't
self-destruct before Constantine goes to work on him—but | have afeding that once Gold is out of the
way, hell get rid of theComet as quickly and efficiently as possible before it can become a source of
further embarrassment to Vainmill. After dl, wereamore visble target than anything dsein
Entertainment and Leisure”

“Doyoumindif | fix mysdlf adrink?’ asked Attila

“I think you'd better not,” shereplied. “It doesn't botherme , but | have afeding Congantineisn't going
to want to see our Security chief with adrink in hishand.”

“I noticethatyou're drinking,” said Attila, Stting on the opposite couch.
“It goeswith theimage,” she replied. “Madams can drink. Security chiefs can't.”

“I think I'll have to be amadam next time around,” Attilaremarked wryly. “By the way, how soon are
you expecting thiscdl?’

She checked her timepiece. “ About three minutes.”
“What did he do—have one of his secretariestell you to be here waiting for it?’
She nodded. “He's afandtic for punctudity.”

They spent the next couple of minutes discussing additions to the Proscribed List—those patrons who
had behaved so badly, either by abusing the progtitutes or chegting in the casino, that their presence
aboard theComet would not be accepted in the future—and then Cupid's voice interrupted them.

“Richard Congtantine is attempting to make contact,” announced the compuiter.

“Put him through,” said the Stedl Butterfly, turning to face Congtanting'simage above her tabletop.
“Good afternoon,” he said to her, then turned to face Attila. 1 wasn't expectingyou ,” he added.
“I canleaveif youwish,” offered Attila

He shook hishead briskly. “I1t doesn't make any difference.” Hisimage turned back to the Steel Buitterfly.
“I have some interesting news for you.”

“Oh?’ shesad noncommittaly.

He nodded. “It seemsthat our documentary on the faeriesis having some very beneficia side effects.
Not only was it the highest-rated video of the month, but one of the mgor networks has made usa



substantial offer for the rightsto set afictiona dramaaboard theComet .
She frowned. “Y ou mean they want to make holos of their performers up here?’

“No. They'll recreate portions of theComet in astudio. But they'll be sending some scriptwriters and
executives up in the next week to get afirsthand look at the ship. I'll have alist of their names sent up to
you.” He paused. “1 want them affordedevery courtesy. Vainmill will pick up thetab for it. Do | make
mysdf clear?’

“Perfectly,” replied the Stedl Butterfly. “What type of show will they be doing?’

“Something mindless, no doubt,” said Congtantine. “It doesn't make any difference. The publicity can
only do us good—and weneed some good publicity,” he added serioudy. “| just got word that Thomas
Gold's son-in-law, Robert Gilbert, is heading toward Deluros V111 with a couple of Andricansin tow. |
had one of my assistants check hisflight schedule, and he's due to land late Thursday afternoon. | can't
imagine that Gold won't find some way to use them in his Thursday night broadcast. Now | know why he
hasn't mentioned the Andricans for the past two weeks, he waswaiting for his son-in-law to arrive with
thefagries.” He paused. “I expect to hear from him any moment.”

“From Gold?’

Congtantine nodded. “1 imagine hell offer to forgo using the Andricansin exchange for our releasing our
own faeriesfrom their contracts.”

“Which wewon't do, of course,” said the Stedl Butterfly.

“They stay on the ship no matter what,” said Congtantine firmly. “I'm not going to let some haf-baked

religious fanatic get away with blackmailing me. If | gavein, thereéd be no end toit.” Helooked at the

madam and then the Security chief. “I've only actually spoken to him once, viacomputer, whereas you
two have spent some time his company. What was he like?”

“Pretty much like he gppearsin hisbroadcadts,” offered Attila. “Rigid, austere, forma.”

“I heard from Fiona Bradley that he made a bet on the horserace with Gustave Plagawhen he was up
there. How much wasit for?’

“Onecredit,” said the Steel Butterfly.

Hefrowned. “| was afraid of that.” Constantine caused. “What about Kozinsky?' he asked suddenly.
“Did you get thefeding that they knew each other?”’

“I'm quite certain they didn't.”

Congtantine shrugged. “I didn't redly want to use him anyway. There's no sensein aarming our patrons,
or letting them think that they were ever in any physica danger. No, | need something on Gold himself.”

“You're certainly in abetter pogition to obtain it than we are,” she said. “After all, he's been aboard the
Comet for atota of less than ten hours, and he was aways either in my company or that of one or more
Vanmill executives. He couldn't have done anything incriminating even if he had wanted to.”

“When you were done with him, what did he say to you?’

She smiled. “That was more than amonth ago, and | must confessthat | was far more concerned with
what was going on in your executive meeting. | seem to remember that he was very uneasy about being



here, and incensed by some of the things that he saw—but if you want something more specific than that,
I'm afraid | can't help you.” She paused. “We can pull the Security disks out and review them, if you'd
like”

“I'll let you know at such time as| think it's necessary,” said Congtantine. He straightened some papers
on his desk, then looked up. “What do you think made him decide to make the Andricans the focal point
of hiscampaign?’

“They'rediens, and he's spent most of his career fighting against the explaitation of diens”
“Y ou're sure there was nothing moreto it than that?” asked Constantine.
“Such aswhat?’ she asked, surprised that he was s0 close to the truth with so little information.

“Thismay sound distinctly odd to you,” he said, “but it occursto methat if he found them sexualy
atractive heéld probably behavein precisdy the same way. It might even explain why he hasn't released
the Delvania materia—maybe he doesn't want to share his private fantaseswith anyone else.” He
paused, considering the notion. “Did he ever give you any indication that he might want to hop into bed
with one of them himsdf?’

She shot aquick glance at Attila, then looked back at Constanting's holograph. “No, he didn't.”

“Too bad,” muttered Congtantine. He sighed. “Wall, it was athought.” He paused. “I may wind up using
Kozinsky dfter dl.”

“I think the publicity could do us considerable damage,” said Attila.

“Vanmill can wegther it, never fear,” replied Congantine. “ The operative question is: could it do Gold
even more damage than it doesto us?’ He straightened up in hischair. “Wdll, I'll haveto explore the
possibilities and come to adecision. In the meantime, hold afew of your best suites open starting about a
week from now; I'll let you know the exact day the network people are due as soon as | find out mysdlf.”

He broke the connection.

“Wd|? saidthe Sted Butterfly, turning to Attila.

“Hé's pretty sharp,” said Attila. “He came awfully close to guessing the truth.”
“What about the man himself?” she perssted.

“Y ou wereright about him,” replied the Security chief. “It was‘ Vainmill can stand the damage’ and * |
won't be blackmailed.” There was nothing about theComet at dl. Hed sdll us out in two secondsflat if he
thought it would help him get rid of Gold.” He stared at her. “Y ou redize that werein one hdll of alot of
trouble. Not mentioning the disk prior to Congtantine's call was one thing; denying we knew anything
damaging about Gold in response to adirect question from our superior is another.”

“What do you want to do about it?" she asked carefully.

Hesghed. “If you and | decide the time has come to use what we've got, wewill,” hesaid at last. “But |
agree with you: Richard Congtantine is more of athreat to theComet 's existence than Thomas Gold.”

“Then let's address oursalves to the disk. Cupid won't let us eraseit; he'sgot aprimary directiveto
protect his datas integrity. What do we do if Constantine actually does decide to study Gold's actions
aboard the ship?’



“I can't eraseit,” agreed Attila, “but | can codeit and hide it so well that they can't find it for months,
even if they know what they're looking for. After dl, the stuff we want to keep from them only takes up
about ten minutes. Maybe | can even make an edited copy and put it where theywill find it.” He waked
over to the bar and findly poured himsdf adrink. “What do you think hell wind up doing about Gold's
broadcast?”’

“Nothing.”
“I don't know,” said Attiladubioudy. “He's got to be under alot of pressureto contain this Situation.”

“He's not astupid man. If therewas away of shutting Gold up, he'd have come up with it before now.
My guessisthat helll wait to see what Gold says before he makes amove.”

“Who knows?’ said Attila, downing hisdrink in asingle swvdlow. “Maybe he won't have to do anything
at dl. Maybe Gold will take him off the hook by grabbing one of thefaeriesright in front of ten million
viewers”

“It'saposshility,” she agreed.
Attilalooked surprised. “1 wasjust joking,” he said.
“I wasn't,” answered the Sted Butterfly.

Chapter 14

“I had no ideathe auditorium was so large,” remarked Robert Gilbert as he followed Christinaand
Simon down the long aideto their seats, which were in aroped-off areareserved for VIPsand Gold's
family.

The huge stage, surrounded by half a dozen audio and holographic technicians, was currently occupied
by two of Gold's subordinates, who were |eading the enormous congregation in prayer.

“Ordinarily we use amuch smaller one,” answered Simon. “But given the importance of this broadcast, |
decided to arrange for the biggest building we could get.”

“I don't know if that was such agood idea,” said Robert, frowning.

“Certainly it was,” said Simon confidently. “ Father has been working around the clock on this sermon.
He's barely emerged long enough to eat.”

“I wasn't referring to your father,” said Robert. 1 was thinking about the Andricans.”

“What about them?” asked Simon asthe three of them findly reached their seats.

“They're not used to crowdslike this.”

It was Simon'sturn to frown. “Y ou should have told me earlier.”

“I didn't know what kind of facility you were usng until five minutes ago,” answered Robert.

“Why don't both of you cam down?’ said Chrigtina. “ Father's not nervous, so why should you be? If the
faeriesare upset or frightened, helll find some way to reassure them and calm them down, just the way he
aways used to do for Simon and me whenwe were afraid of something.”

“I hopeyou'reright,” said Robert.



“I am,” shereplied firmly. “So just relax, and prepare to watch the beginning of the end of the Vainmill
Syndicate.”

Robert stared a her for amoment. “Y ou don't serioudy believe anything he saystonight isgoing to bring
FionaBradley'slittle empire crumbling down, do you?’

“Ifyou didn't think so, why did you agreeto bring the Andricans?’ demanded Simon.

“Because | hoped it might help gain theVelvet Comet 's Andricanstheir freedom. I'll be happy to settle
for just that and nothing more.”

“Itwill,” said Smon decisvely.

“Maybe,” answered Robert. “But there's an awfully big difference between getting two aiensreleased
from involuntary servitude aboard theComet and destroying the biggest financid empirein the Republic.”

“Well dismantleit sone by stone,” said Simon. “Thisisjust thefirst sep.”

“If you say s0,” replied Robert, obvioudy unconvinced. He turned to Christina. “I think 1'd better check
on the Andricans. | |eft them with one of my assstants. | don't even know if they're hereyet.”

“Relax, Robert,” said Christina soothingly. “Of course they're here. If they weren't you'd have been
notified.”

“| suppose s0,” he said uneasily. “But | think I'd better go backstage anyway, and let them know what
they'rein for. | told them they'd probably be in aholo studio with an audience of acouple hundred or
0."

“Will you redly fed better if you talk to them?’ asked Chrigtinaresignedly.

“Yes, | will,” he said, getting to hisfeet and walking up to an usher, who listened to him for amoment
then nodded his head and led him to adoor marked NO ENTRANCE in the corner of theimmense
auditorium.

“He seemsvery nervoustonight,” remarked Smonto hissigter.
“He'sworried about the faeries. He fed sresponsible for them.”
“1 hope he gets back before Father begins speaking.”

“How soonishe dueto begin?’ asked Chrigtina.

Simon checked histimepiece. “ About five minutes.”

“I'm sure helll be back by then.” She paused. “Y ou know, | think he's only heard Father in person two or
three times, we've spent most of our married life out among dien civilizations. | hope this particular
sermon livesup toitsadvance billing.”

“ltwill,” Simon assured her. “I've never seen Father so absorbed before.”

Gold's subordinates finished and |eft the stage, and the audience began conversing in low whisperswhile
the hol o technicians made their final sound and lighting checks.

“Where's Robert?” muttered Simon, staring at the NO ENTRANCE sign. “If he doesn't hurry, he'sgoing
to missthe beginning.”



“Hell behere” said Chrigtina

“Hed better be,” said Simon. “1'm sure Father will notice if heésmissing, and | don't want anything to
disurb himtonight.”

“I told you, helll —” She broke off as Robert came back through the doorway, looked around for a
moment, got his bearings, and began walking toward them. “ Satisfied?” she whispered triumphantly.

Simon grunted an acquiescence, and amoment later Robert took his seet.
“How arethey?’ asked Chrigtina.

“Nervous,” hereplied. “1 think they'll bedl right, though.”

“Why shouldn't they be?’ asked Smon.

“They don't know what's expected of them. They just arrived ten or fifteen minutes ago, and your father
hasn't briefed them yet.”

“Stop fretting,” said Chridtina. “ Everything will bejust fine”

Before Robert could answer, Thomas Gold, carrying aleather-bound Bible under hisleft arm, walked
out onto the stage, and the audience suddenly fell slent.

“My God, he looks awful!” whispered Robert, staring at his gaunt, black-clad father-in-law.
“Bequiet!” hissed Simon, glaring at Robert for amoment before turning back to watch hisfather.

“Good evening,” said Gold in hisrich baritone voice. “I'm very pleased to see that so many of you could
be here with metonight.”

Helooked out at the audience until his gaze fel on Chrigting, Robert, and Simon. He smiled at them, then
looked back into the center camera. “ Ordinarily 1'd begin this sermon as | have begun so many others,”
said Gold, “with aparable from the Bible. It'san old and time-honored method of propounding amora
position which can then be applied to a present problem. Ordinarily | would borrow from the words of
Jesus, and show how they apply to each and every one of us.” He held the Bible up. “ Ordinarily | would
bring the collective wisdom of this book to bear on any subject matter.”

He paused, and glared into the camera.

“But that presupposes that the perpetrators of evil have read the Bible, that they haven't traded it in for a
businessledger.” He looked out over the audience again. “I don't have to quote the Bibletoyou ,” he
continued. “Y ou read it every day, and believe implicitly initsmora precepts.” He paused. “What, then,
am| todo? Shall | force my way into the corporate offices of the Vainmill Syndicate or the sn-filled
bedrooms of theVelvet Comet , Biblein hand, demanding that they listen to me?” He shook his head
regretfully, and sghed deeply. “Wdll, to tdl you thetruth, I'd do just that, if | thought it would do any
good. But the smple fact that theVelvet Comet continuesto hold its Andrican davesin bondageisample
proof that nobody connected with that ship of shame has the dightest acquaintance with the Bible.”

Gold fdl sllent for amoment, asif consdering his next statement.

“But thefact that Vainmill and theVel vet Comet continue to ignore the teachings of the Good Book
doesn't mean that we, in turn, have to ignore Vainmill and theVelvet Comet ,” he went on. “They may
turn their back upon the Word, but we will not reciprocate and turn ablind eye upon their evil practices.



They may seek the darkness, but we shall continue to turn the light of the Lord upon them. They can
deny, but the truth will seek them out.”

“He'srambling abit,” whispered Robert.
“I haven't noticed it,” replied Christinadefensvely.

Gold continued spesking, working himsdlf into arage over Vainmill's abuses of the Andricans without
explicitly identifying those abuses, drawing out each metaphor interminably.

“Brilliant!” murmured Simon. “Brilliant!”
Robert merdly leaned forward on his chair and continued ligtening.

“For weeks | have spoken about these poor endaved creatures,” Gold was saying. “No, not creatures,”
he amended quickly, “but sentient beings asintelligent asyou or I.” Hefrowned. “You orme ,” he
corrected himsdlf. He stopped asif momentarily confused, then continued: “1've spoken about them, and
lectured you about them, and talked about them—but up until now you haven't had the opportunity to
see one of them with your own eyes. Y ou haven't seen the vulnerability, or the compassion, or the—" he
searched for the right word “— thehumanity of these fellow beings. Y ou haven't heard them.” He
stopped abruptly. “Oh, yes, you've heardsome of them, two of them in fact—that is, you heard them if
you watched what was ludicroudy called a documentary that was broadcast afew weeks ago. But what
you heard were carefully written, carefully rehearsed comments from two Andricans who were forced
into appearing in the so-caled documentary.”

“How long did you say he worked on this sermon?’ asked Robert, frowning.
“Congtantly for the past four days,” answered Chrigtina.

“Wadll, you sure can't proveit by me,” said Robert. “What's the matter with him? He's rambling and
digressing and using the wrong words, and hisddivery is—’

“Hush!” sngpped Simon.

“Sotonight | am going to introduce you to apair ofreal Andricans,” Gold continued. “Y ou're going to
seejust what we've been talking about—what|'ve been talking about. Y ou're going hear their
comments”

He stopped again. “Of course, you know | mean theirtranslated comments. And unlike the carefully
scripted mock documentary that Vainmill foisted upon the public, this documentary—thissermon —is
totaly unrehearsed. | have never seen or spoken to these two Andricans, or indeed toany Andricans
except for the poor imprisoned creatures who have been forced to work aboard theVelvet Comet .” He
turned and nodded to someone who was standing in the wings, and a moment later the two faeries, one
male and one female, waked dowly, timoroudy, out onto the Stage.

Gold watched them intently as the camerafollowed their progress. Findly they cameto ahalt about six
feet from him, looking very uneasy, and stared up a him. He remained motionless, dmost catatonic, for
the better part of aminute. Finally the nearest cameraman's wild gesticulations caught his attention, and he
suddenly remembered his audience.

“You seehow small they are,” he said. “How frail and defenseless, how tiny and vulnerable, how
childlike and innocent.”

He went on, his speech broken by avkward pauses, describing in profuse detail what the audience could



plainly seefor itself. Then came the interview, which was even more digointed.
“What's the matter with him?” whispered Robert, his voicefilled with concern. “He'swhite asaghost.”

“His hands are shaking, too,” noted Chrigtina. She turned to her brother. “He'sill, Simon. We should
never havelet him go through with this”

“Hell comethroughit dl right!” whispered Simon furioudy. “Histiming'salittle off, that'sal.”

“Helookslike he's going to collgpse any minute, and dl you can say isthat histiming'salittle off?”
demanded Robert.

“Hée's Thomas Gold!” repeated Simon, more to himsdlf than to Robert. “He's Thomas Gold, and nothing
can gop him from delivering the Word and smiting down his enemies!”

He turned back to the stage and stared intently at hisfather, asif he could force an end to the broken
sentences and agonizing pauses by the sheer force of hiswill.

Gold continued speaking with the fagries for another three minutes, then ushered them offstage and
returned to face his audience.

He stared a them, his eyes unfocused, for along minute. Then he drew himself up to hisfull height,
cleared histhroat, and began speaking.

“It is said that the meek will inherit the Earth. Certainly no race can be said to be meeker ... more meek
... than the Andricans, and they have no desireto inherit the Earth. All they want isto livein peace and
freedom on their own planet. And yet two among them...”

He spoke on and on, and suddenly, after another lengthy pause, he seemed to pull his thoughts together.
The last five minutes of his sermon congtituted a harsh and well-reasoned attack on theVelvet Comet .
There were only ten Commandments, he pointed out, ten mord laws from which al human jurisprudence
and socia custom had derived.

One by one he went through them, pointing out in outraged detall how theComet had either broken them
or led itsmisguided clientdeinto breaking them. He concluded with arighteous demand that Vanmill
release the Andricansimmediately.

“Wel?" asked Robert, turning to Chrigtina.
“Hésnot himsdlf,” shesad.

“I just don't know,” answered Robert. “1 would have agreed with you right up to the point when the
Andricans | eft the stage, but those last few minutes were like the Thomas Gold of old. Hisvoice was
strong, his gestures were right, he had the audience eating out of the palm of hishand. If he can think on
hisfeet like that, maybe he's not assick as | thought. Maybe he just had an off night.”

There was amomentary silence, and they became uncomfortably aware of thousands of voices
whispering the very same doubts about Gold's physica condition.

“Hedidn't think on hisfeet,” Simon said finaly, expression puzzled. “Heremembered on hisfegt.”
“I don't think | understand you,” said Robert.

“That discourse on the Ten Commandments,” answered Simon. “ He gave the same sermon, word for
word about Six years ago. It wasn't directed at theComet, of course—he was attacking the Quantrell



Conglomerate just after they had broken the miners' strike on Brazos 11—but except for that, it was
identicd.”

“If hewandered amlesdy for the first twenty-five minutes, and pulled the find five minutes out of anold
sermon, then what was he working on all week long?’ asked Robert, puzzled.

“I don't know,” answered Simon, hisvoicetroubled. “1 redlly don't know.”

“What difference doesit make?’ said Chrigtina. “Both of you are missing the point. He's overworked to
the point of exhaustion. Make any excuse you want, Simon, but he's never sounded like this before.”

“Hedidn't sound overworked at the end,” said Simon stubbornly. “He sounded just like he dways
does”

“Y ou're dduding yourself, Simon,” she said, her voice heavy with concern. “Haven't you looked a him?
He'slost dmost twenty pounds, the color is gone from hisface, and his hands never stop shaking. And
don't tell me he wasjust nervous or upset tonight, because we've both been with him al week. Haven't
you noticed how hell start to say something and then just stare off into space with astrange look on his
face? He's sck, Simon, and he needs help!”

Robert became uncomfortably aware of the attention they had been attracting.

“Thisisneither thetime nor the place to discussit,” he said firmly. “ Let's get him and take him back
home”

“| agree” said Simon, staring back at the closest group of onlookers until they uncomfortably began
averting their eyes.

“Wait until the crowd finishesfiling out,” said Christina. “ The last thing he needs now isto have some of
them come up and ask him what went wrong tonight.”

Robert nodded, and the three of them waited in sllence for another ten minutes until the last few
stragglers, convinced that they wouldn't get achance to see Gold again, were walking up the long aides
toward the exits. Then they got up and walked to the NO ENTRANCE sign. When the guard
recognized Simon he stepped aside and alowed them to pass.

Simon led them down acorridor, took aright turn, and stopped in front of adoor.

“Father, are you ready to leave?’ he said.

There was no answer.

“Father?” said Simon, knocking loudly on the door.

Therewas gill no response from within, and finally Simon pressed histhumb againgt asmall compuiter.
It took about three secondsto register histhumbprint, and then the door dlid open.

“It'sempty,” said Robert, stepping inside and looking around.

“How about the bathroom?’ asked Christina.

Robert walked across the room and looked into small lavatory, then turned to her and shook his head.

“He'snot here”



“Then where can he be?” asked Simon.

“Let's check the Andricans room,” suggested Robert. “Maybe he's with them.”
“Whereisit? asked Smon.

“Follow me,” said Robert, leading them out into the hall.

He retraced his steps to the point where they had turned, and then followed the origina corridor about
fifty feet. The sound of staccato, atond trilling cameto their ears.

“What'sthat?” asked Simon.

Robert frowned. “An Andrican.”

“Areyou sure?’ asked Chrigtina. “Father said they sounded melodic.”
“Usually they do,” said Robert, allowing the computer to read histhumbprint.

The door did open, and they saw Gold, his cheek and forehead red with blood, struggling with one of the
Andricans.

“Father!” exclaimed S mon.

Gold looked at the door with wild eyes and shouted something unintelligible. Robert ingtantly
commanded the door to close.

“What are you doing?’ demanded Simon.

“They're attacking him!” Robert turned to Christing, who had an expression of dawning horror on her
face. “Take your brother home,” he ordered her. “I'll bring your father dong later.”

“Open the door!” screamed Simon. “ They'rekilling my father!”
“Nobody'skilling anyone,” said Robert. “I want you to go home with Chrigtina. I'll take care of this”

They suddenly heard morefrantic trilling and another yell from Gold. Smon tried to push Robert avay
from the door.

“Let mein, damnyou!” heraged.
“Aliensaremy business,” said Robert firmly. “Now go away and let me handle them.”
“That'smy father in there!”

“Simon, I'm bigger that you and stronger than you, and I'm not going to open this door until you leave.”
He stared levely at hisbrother-in-law. “ And if you're still standing herein five seconds I'm going to bresk
your jaw.”

Something in the tone of Robert's voice convinced Simon that he was in earnest, and he stared at him
unbievingly.

“Come, Smon,” said Chrigtina. “It'sal right. Father'snot in any danger, truly he's not. Robert will take
careof everything.”

“ Bl,lt _»



“Simon!” she said urgently, pulling a hisarm.

Simon made arush for the door, and Robert drove afist into his ssomach. He groaned and doubled over,
gasping for breath.

“Now get him out of here!” ordered Robert.
Christinanodded, and Smon, still gasping, struggled weskly but finaly allowed himsdlf to be led away.

Robert waited until they were out of the corridor, then opened the door again and took in the scene a a
glance. His assstant was sprawled out on the floor, semiconscious from ablow to the head that Gold had
evidently delivered with aheavy makeup jar that lay afew inches away from him. One of the Andricans,
the female, crouched terrified in acorner, while Gold was struggling to rip the clothing from the mae.

“Go away!” screamed Gold when he saw Robert.
“Let himgo,” said Robert gently, as he gpproached Gold carefully.
“Leaveusdone!”

Gold took aswing at Robert when he came within reach. Robert ducked, and the fagrie twisted loose
and raced across the room. Gold began chasing him, but Robert, younger and faster, managed to
position himsdf between them.

“I'm not going to let you touch him again,” said Robert camly. “Now, | want you to go to the other side
of theroom and try to compose yoursdlf.”

Gold uttered a guttural snarl and launched himself a Robert, who sidestepped his charge and encircled
him with hisarms, amazed at how light and feeble the older man felt. He haf-carried, half-dragged him to
achair and forced him to St down.

“Can you understand me?” asked Robert, still holding Gold'sarmsto hissides.

“Behold, thou art fair, my love,” intoned Gold in acracking voice. “ Thou hast dove's eyes within thy
locks; thy hair isasaflock of goats that appear from Mount Gilead.”

“Thomad” said Robert harshly, shaking him. “Do you know who | an?’

“Thy lipsarelike athread of scarlet,” continued Gold, never taking his eyes off the faerie, “and thy
gpeechiscomely. Thy templesare like apiece of pomegranate within thy locks.”

Robert walked in front of Gold and dapped hisface.

“Comeout of it!” he snapped. “Y ou've practically brained my friend! I've got to get adoctor in herel”
Gold turned to face the fema e faerie.

“Thy two breasts are like two young roes that are twins, which feed among thelilies.”

“Damnit, Thomadl”

Another dap.

“Thou art dl fair, my love. Thereisno spot in thee.”

“Snap out of it! I've got to get you back home before the doctor arrives!”



Gold blinked furioudy. “Home?” he mumbled.

“Yes, home! I've sent Simon and Christina ahead, but I've got to get you out of here. Try to get hold of
yoursdlf.”

“Smon?” repeated Gold, sanity briefly returning to his eyes, followed by an expresson of terror. He
looked wildly around the room. “Whereishe?’

“I just told you. HE's on hisway home.”

Gold relaxed, hislean body sagging onto the chair. Robert stared at him for amoment. “Will you be all
right now? Can | turn my back on you for aminute?’

Gold nodded weskly.

Robert walked to avidphone, covered the camera so that no one could see the room, and placed an
emergency cal for a Jesus Pure doctor.

Then hewalked over to the two faeries. Gold had ripped the trandator off the mae, but the femal€swas
working, and hetold her, as succinctly and gpologeticdly as he could, that hisfather-in-law was a
desperately sick man, that he was not responsible for his actions, and that someone would be coming by
in amoment to take them back to the ship. The Church of the Purity of Jesus Christ, he added, would
accept full responsibility for what had happened, and would agree to any reasonabl e reparations that
were demanded.

He returned to Gold.
“Canyouwak?' heasked.

“I don't know,” mumbled Gold.
“Try.”

Gold got shakily to hisfeet.

“I haveto get you out of here before anyone arrives,” said Robert. “ Do you think you can makeit to
your dressing room?”’

Gold nodded.
“Thenlet'sgo.”

Robert supported the older man as they walked out into the corridor and back to Gold's room, then
helped him to lie down on a couch.

“I'm going to leave you for afew minutes now,” said Robert, spesking asif to asmdl child. “I'll beright
down the halway. Just try to relax.”

Gold, hiseyes closed, nodded absently, and Robert |eft the room, locking the door behind him.

Heputinaquick cal to his staff aboard the ship, then approached the faeries and told them to follow him
out into the corridor. He took them to an empty room he had passed earlier, told them to remain there,
and reassured them once again that someone would arrive shortly to take them back to the ship. He then
returned to his assstant, who was still groggy but dowly regaining his senses.



“How areyou doing?’ he asked.

The man muttered something unintdligible.

“Do you know who hit you?’

“Gold or the faeries, one or the other,” came the mumbled answer.
“But you're not sure which?’

The roan shook his head, then moaned in pain.

“No.”

“I've sent for adoctor,” said Robert. “Hell be herein a couple of minutes. He's going to ask you the
same question.”

“Maybe I'll remember by then.”

“And maybe you won't,” said Robert. “1 think you'd be better off telling him just what you told me—that
you don't know who hit you. We don't want to cause apolitica or racia incident if you're not one
hundred percent sure.”

“All right,” said the man, closing his eyes and placing his handsto his head. “Whatever you say.”

“I'm going to leave you done now,” said Robert. “But the doctor will be here very soon. Tell him I'll
check with him later and pick up thebill. All right?’

“Fine” muttered the man.

Robert then returned to Gold's room. He waited until the corridor was empty, commanded the door to
open, and gingerly entered the room, fully prepared to ward off another attack—but Gold was till on the
couch, exactly as Robert had left him.

“How areyou feding now?’ asked Robert, approaching him. “ Any better?’

“Thejointsof thy thighsarelikejewds” intoned Gold, saring amlesdy into space. “Thy navd islikea
round goblet, which wanteth not liquor.”

Robert looked down at the pale, tortured, emaciated man. “Come on,” he said gently, helping Gold to his
feet. “It'stimeto go home.”

“Make haste, my beloved, and be thou like to a roe upon the mountains of spices.”

Chapter 15

“Findly!” exclamed Simon, getting to his feet as Robert and Gold appeared in the doorway of the
gpartment. He noticed the scratches on Gold'sface. “Areyou al right, Father?”

Gold nodded his head.

Chrigtinaremained seated, but Corinne approached him solicitoudy, and he leaned even more heavily on
Robert's shoulder.

“I'mfine” he said weakly. “Leave meadone.”



“You!” said Smon furioudly, pointing at Robert. “If you ever try to hit me again, I'm going to make you
sorry you were ever born!”

“Fine)” said Robert, obvioudy unimpressed with the threet. “In the meantime, help me get your father to
his bedroom.”

“I'llhelp you,” said Corinne, wrapping Gold's free arm around her shoulders.

“Y ou've been with him for dmast an hour,” said Simon, so enraged that he didn't notice that he was
blocking their way. “Didn't you ever think of putting some medication on those scratches?’

“They're superficid,” answered Robert. “It was more important to get him home.”

“Well, now that he's here, he doesn't needyou anymore!l” said Simon, taking Robert's place at hisfather's
sde

“| want to lie down,” murmured Gold.
“Of course, Father,” said Simon. “Let me help you.”

He and Corinne led Gold through the living room to the doorway of the bedroom, where Gold paused
and shrugged his shoulders until they both released him.

“Can you makeit therest of theway yourself, Father?” asked Simon.
“I'll help him get out of his clothes and put him to bed,” said Corinne.

Gold looked down at hiswife with an unmistakable expression of revulsion, then stepped inside the
bedroom alone and locked the door behind him. Corinne stood facing the door, her shoulders sagging,
while Simon turned back into the living room.

Robert sat down next to Christinaand put an arm around her. She remained motionless, her face
mirroring her dismay.

“What took you so long?’ demanded Simon.
“I had to be very careful bringing him home,” replied Robert. “We don't want any publicity over this”

“Wadll, thereé's going to be publicity, and plenty of it!” snapped Simon. “I intend to register an officia
complaint againgt the Andricansthefirgt thing in the morning.”

“| don't think that would be avery wisething to do, Smon,” said Robert.

“Wél, I'mjust not gifted with your wisdom,” said Simon nagtily. “ For example, | would have thought
hitting a man who wastrying to save hisfather wasn't avery wisething either!”

“Oh, shut up, Simon!” sngpped Chrigtina. “He didn't do you any damage, and you know it!”
“Why did he make me leave?’ demanded Simon. “I could have helped!”
“I doubt it,” said Robert.

Simon stared contemptuoudy at him. “Maybe I'm not a specidist in street brawling, like some members
of thisfamily, but my father was trying to fend off an attack by a crazed dien—andyou wouldn't even
cometo hisaid until you were one and could clam dl the credit for it!”



“Isthat why you think | made you leave?’ asked Robert unbdievingly.
“What other possible reason could you have?’ demanded Simon.
Robert snorted disgustedly. “Y ou're afool.”

“Mother,” said Chrigtina, suddenly noticing Corinne was gtill standing before the bedroom door. “ Please
gt down.”

Corinne sighed and rgjoined them. “He's been behaving sostrangely these last few weeks,” she said.

“That's because he's not awell man,” responded Christina. She turned and looked directly at Simon.
“He'ssick , Simon—sicker than you think.”

“Hell befineinafew days” sad Smon defensvely. “Hejust needsalittierest.”

She shook her head. “He needs more than rest, Simon. He needs help.” She paused. “Y ou don't have
any ideawhat I'm talking about, do you?’

“Hesvery tired,” offered Corinne. “ Sometimes he behaves oddly when he's been working too hard.”
“Please, Mother!” said Simon irritably. “He's more than tired.”
“That'swhat I've been trying to tdl you,” said Chrigtina

“I don't knowwhat you've been trying to tell me, except that it'sdl right for Robert to hit me when he
fedslikeit!”

“Forget about Robert, and forget about yoursdlf!” said Chrigtine. “Can't you see what's been happening?
Hesnot wel!”

“Y ou keep saying that!” snapped Simon. “All right, he's not well. Well take him to adoctor and hell get
wdl!”

“I'vetried to get him to go to onefor the past month,” said Corinne. “But he keepsrefusing.”
“We're not going toask him if hewantsto go,” said Robert. “We're going to tel him he'sgot to.”

“Y ou're not telling my father anything!” said Simon. “ And if he doesn't want to go to adoctor, that'shis
decison. God will give him the strength to continue hiswork.”

“Hé's not capable of making that decison, Simon,” said Robert.
“Whois?" said Simon contemptuoudy. “You?’

“You utter fool!” cried Chrigtina. “Are you so blind that you still don't understand what I'm trying to tell
you?’ Sheturned to Corinne. “ Y ou lived day and night with him for thirty-six years. Can'tyou tdll that
something'sterribly wrong?’

“He's been snappish, and he's had trouble deeping,” she said, “but he's been like that before. Y ou were
too young to remember, but once, about twenty-five years ago, he had ableeding ulcer and didn't tell
anyoneuntil —”

“I'm not talking about ableeding ulcer!” screamed Christinain frustration. “My God, can't either of you
*eit?”



“Seewhat 7’ said Smon peevighly. “All | seeisaman who stopped me from helping my father ward off
aviolent attack by an dien.”

Chrigtinaturned to Robert. “Will you tdl him, for God's sake, or dol haveto?’

“Simon,” said Robert, trying to submerge the antagonism he felt toward his brother-in-law, “I didn't save
your father from the Andrican.”

“What are you talking about? Of course you did!”

Robert shook hishead. “I had to save the Andrican from your father.”
“That'salie!” exploded Simon.

“No, Smon. It'sthetruth.”

“Why would Father attack an Andrican?’

Robert looked briefly at Christing, then turned back to Simon. “Because his body isn't the only part of
himthat'ssick.”

Simon was on hisfeet ingtantly, his hands balled into figts. “ Y ou take that back! Thomas Gold isas sane
asyou arel”

“Taking it back won't change thetruth of it,” said Robert. “Look at his behavior pattern over thelast few
weeks. He can't deep, he'smoody, half the time he can't even put a coherent sentence together.”

“He's been edgy, that's all. He's been working, on his sermon.”
“Y ou heard him tonight, Simon,” said Robert. “He didn't put two seconds of work into that sermon.
“Hedid! He spent dl week working onit!”

“Was that the kind of sermon he usualy produces after he's worked so long and so hard?’ asked
Raobert.

“I'll proveit toyou?’ shouted Simon. “I'll bring it up on his computer!”
“I don't think that's avery good idea,” said Robert.
“Y ou just don't want to admit you're wrong, and that you've defamed agreat man,” said Simon.

“He's ordered us dl to leave his computer done, Smon,” said Chrigting, anote of desperation in her
voice. “I think we should honor hiswishes.”

“Hewon't mind,” said Simon confidently. “Not if it's used to clear hisgood name.”
“I don't think you should do this, Simon,” said Corinne.
“So you're sding withthem 7’

“I'm sding with your father,” she replied. “Unlike you and your sster, | don't worship him. | just love him,
and | don'twant to know what'sin the computer.”

“Hed betouched by your faith in him,” said Simon sardonically. He walked to the office doorway. “1'll
be out in aminute or two, and then | expect an gpology from each of you. Not tome ,” he added, “but to



him.”

He entered the office and the door did shut behind him.

There was amomentary silence.

“How did it happen?’ asked Chrigtina numbly.

“Howcould it happen to aman like that?’

“Y ou speak about him asif hewereasaint,” said Corinne gently. “And hel's not. HEsjust aman.”
“Mother, you don't even know what I'm talking about?’

“Y ou'retalking about your father,” replied Corinne. “ That'sal that'simportant.”

Chrigtinaturned her tortured gaze on her husband. “He was up there for only five hours.Five hours!
Maybe FionaBradley's on theright Sde after dl! Maybeit'sfinaly Satan'sturn towin!”

Raobert put an arm around her, and she buried her face on his shoulder, her body finaly convulsed by the
sobsthat she had been holding back.

“We're going to have to hunt up adoctor who can keep his mouth shut,” said Robert at last. “And | think
hell haveto be treated right herein the apartment. | don't think either he or the church can stand the
publicity helll receiveif we move himto aclinic.” He paused. “ Right now anyone who saw the sermon
probably thinks he wasjust having an off night—and most of them will forget what they saw soon
enough. What weve got to do now is control the damage and keep it from spreading.”

“Youtak about it asif it were some kind of public relations campaign, instead of aman's soul!” said
Chridinabitterly.

“Hell live,” responded Robert. “But we can't let one man's problems destroy the church or the cause he's
fought for. Thefact that Thomas Gold had a human weakness must not be the downfdl of everything he's
worked for.”

“I know,” said Chrigtina. “It just seems 0 ... so dipassionate to be discussing it like this.”

Robert sighed. “I'm sorry. But we have to decide upon a course of action. And maybe, because of my
work, I've been alittle less sheltered than you and Smon. Bdlieve me, I've seen Men and diens both
commit far greeter Snsthan your father will ever commit.”

“I don't care about Men and diens. | just care about my father.”

“I know,” agreed Robert. “He's afine and decent man who's spent every day of hislife staring temptation
in the eye and turning away from it. He just faced one temptation too many. Under other circumstances,
he might have reacted in atotally different manner.”

“That'svery smal comfort, to meor to him,” said Christinabitterly.

“I'mascientist,” answered Robert gpologeticdly. “I'm better at andyzing problemsthan finding
comforting thingsto say about them. | fedl for your father, | ache and bleed for him just as you do—but |
als0 see that some important decisions have to be made.”

Suddenly Simon reentered the room, hisface drawn and pale. He walked, trancelike, to achair and sat
down heavily.



Therewas along, tense silence.

“I can't believeit!” he muttered at last.

“I'm sorry, Simon” said Robert sympatheticaly.

“My own father!” said Simon, hisface tortured. “Howcould he?’

“Whatever it is, he couldn't help himself, Smon,” said Corinne.

“You!” hesad, turning upon her. *Y ouknew something waswrong dl dong! Y ouhad to know!”
“Evenif | did, what could | have done about it?’

“Y ou could havetold me. | might have saved him!”

“Saved him?’" asked Robert, puzzled.

“Fromhell,” said Simon bitterly. “His actions have condemned him to everlagting perdition.”
“Nonsense,” said Robert. “He's not responsible for his actions, Simon. He's mentally incompetent.”

“We areall respongblefor our actions!” said Simon in agonized tones. “1 begged him not to go up to that
place. 1begged him!”

“Don't blame yoursdf, Smon,” said Corinne. “If anyone's responsible for what's happened to him, it's
m"

“You?' sad Smon digtractedly.

“I should have been a better wife to him. | should have done more. Obvioudy | didn't satisfy dl his
needs”

“Y ou foolish, empty-headed woman!” snapped Simon. “Do you redlize what you're saying?’
“Don't gpeak to me like that!”

He pointed atrembling finger at her. “Don't youever say that my fatherneeded what those creatures
offered!”

“Creatures?’ asked Corinne. “What creatures?’

“They'renotcreatures , Smon,” said Christina. “ They're sentient beings, and you tried to use them for
your OWn purposes, just astheVelvet Comet usesthem forits purposes.”

“Y ou mean the Andricans?’ asked Corinne curioudy.
“What do you think we've been talking about?’ said Chrigtina.

“They're mdevolent, evilthings , and they corrupted the most noble man I've ever known!” raged Simon.
“And I'm going to make them pay dearly for it, as God is my witness!”

“Get agrip onyourself, Simon,” interjected Robert.

“Weve got some decisionsto make. Y our father needs psychiatric treatment.”



“It doesn't matter,” said Simon dully.
“What are you talking about?’ demanded Robert. “He's sick. He needs professiona help.”

“Don't you understand?’ grated Simon in tortured tones. “He's going to spend dl eternity in hell, and here
you are talking about how to treat him for the most insignificant speck of time. Hissoul islost, and you're
worrying about hismind !”

“Don't talk rubbish!” snapped Robert. “ God isn't going to punish him for beingill.”

“What do you know about it? Y ou call yourself a Jesus Pure, but you est meat, and you sing, and you
see sn and you make no attempt to fight it. Y ou turned your back on your religion to pursue the petty,
meaningless truths of agnostic science—so don't you tell me what God will or won't do!”

“Simon, you've had aterrible shock,” said Robert, “but so have dl therest of us. Instead of
recriminations, it ssemsto me that we ought to be thinking about what's best for your father.”

“He'slogt dready,” said Simon. “Weve got to stop thisfrom ever happening to anyone else.”

“Damnit!” exploded Robert. “He's not lost! HE's lying on abed in the next room, and he needs our
hdp!”

“Foal!” sngpped Simon. “The church fights an unending battle againgt the forces of evil, and my father
has become a casudty. Don't you understand? He was tempted, and he succumbed! His soul has been
made unspesakably unclean; no doctor can put it right again!”

“I hopethat if | ever fal from the path of righteousness,” said Robert, “1 receive more compassion from
those | love than you're showing him.”

Simon'sface twisted in agony. “Do you think | don't love him, or that | don't share hispain? hesaid, his
voice bresking. “Hesmyfather ! If | could take his pain and hissin asmy own, | would. If | could
accept hiseterna punishment asmy own, I'd bear it gladly. But | can't! He can't be redeemed. He can
only be avenged!”

Suddenly hefroze, his gaze fixed on a point across the room, and they al turned to see Thomas Gold
supporting himself againgt the framework of the bedroom doorway.

“I heard voices shouting,” said Gold weerily. “Iseveryonedl right?’

Chriginaquickly went to him.

“Everything'sfine, Father,” she said gently. “Let me help you back to bed.”

He shook his head. “I haveto talk to Smon.”

Simon gtared at him, his expresson amixture of pity and repugnance. “I can't!” he whispered.
Gold reached hishand out, asif he could touch his son across the intervening twenty fest.
“Simon,” hesaid.

Simon shook hishead. “| haveto go.”

“Please...” mumbled Gold.



Simon backed away until he reached the front door, then ordered it open.

“I loved you, Father!” he said, tears streaming down hisface. 1 truly did!”

Then he was gone, and the door did shut behind him.

“I wanted to talk to him,” Gold said to Chrigtina.

“I wanted to...” Hisvoicetrailed off.

“He's upst, Father,” she said soothingly. “Hell be back.”

“Will he?”

“Of course hewill,” replied Christina. *Y ou heard him. He loves you. Let me take you back to bed.”
“It'snot necessary,” he said. “I'm feeling stronger.”

“Would you liketo st with us, then?” asked Corinne.

He gave her alook of complete indifference and shook hishead. “I'll rest later. | have work to do.” He
turned supplicatingly to Christina. “Please help me over to my office”

“Your office?” she repested, frowning.

He nodded weakly.

“I have to go back to work.”

“No you don't, Father. Y ou're going to take a vacation now. Y ou've been working too hard.”
“My computer,” he mumbled. “I need my computer.”

“Why don't you comein here and join us?’ said Robert.

Gold stared wildly a him. “1 want my computer,” he said, his voice gathering strength, his expression
suddenly that of acornered animal. “Y ou can't keep mefromit!”

“Please, Father...” said Chrigting, tugging gently at hisarm.

He pushed her away and shambled to his office door.

“Keep away fromme! | have work to do!”

“Don't go inthere, Thomas,” said Robert, getting to hisfeet. “Come sit with usingtead.”

“Y ou can't keep me from my work!”

“It can walit until tomorrow,” said Robert, taking atentative step toward him.

“I'mlocking the door!” said Gold. “And God help anyone who triesto break it down!”

He darted into the office, and the door did into place and locked before Robert could reach him.

And while hisfamily tried to decide what action to take, Thomas Gold walked to his computer and
groked it lovingly with afrail, shaking hand.



“They thought they could keep me away fromyou,” he whispered, his eyes dight with excitement.

“They thought they could lock me away, that they could make meforget about you. That's what they
thought.” He chuckled. “ They thought o, they thought so, but they were wrong. Activate.”

The computer hummed to life.

“Hello,” said Gold amoment later, when the holograph of an unclad faerie hovered above the computer.
His hand reached out and caressed the empty space that was occupied by the image.

“I'vemissed you,” he said tenderly.

Chapter 16

Attilawas gtting in his office, Spping acup of coffee and going over the evening duty roster, when the
Sted Buitterfly's holograph suddenly appeared over his computer.

“What'sup?’ he asked.

“I've just checked over the next shuttleslist of incoming passengers, and | think we're about to get a
rather important vigtor,” sheinformed him.

“Oh?’
“He gave aphony name, and hisID checks out—buit it's Thomas Gold just the same.”

Attilafrowned. “Y ou're sure? | mean, after that broadcast the other night, I'd think thisisthelast place his
people would let him come.”

“His people probably don't know anything about it,” replied the Sted Buitterfly. “ A man like Gold
wouldn't have too much trouble finding away to snesk out of wherever they're kegping him. He may be
crazy, but heisn't supid.”

“If hisID checks out, what makesyou so sureit's Gold?’ perssted Attila.
“Cupid, youtdl him.”

“He hastried to disguise himsdlf, but thereis no question that heis Doctor Thomas Gold,” said the
computer. “Height, Sx feet four inches. Weight, 142 pounds. Mild irregularity in heartbeat. Thereisa
smal mole on theleft corner of hisupper lip. Hishair textureis—"

“All right, I'm convinced,” interrupted Attila.

“Where did you get dl this? From the shuttl€'s computer?’
“Yes, Attila,” answered Cupid.

“And you've compared it to your own file on Thomas Gold?’
“That's correct.”

Attilashrugged. “I waswrong. But | sure as hell never thought 1'd see him again.” Helooked up &t the
Sted Butterfly'simage. “Well detain him at the airlock, of course,” he said. “But then what? Do you want
to contact someone to come and get him, or do you think we should get alittle publicity out of it?”



“Oh, no,” she said with asmile. “ You'rethe Chief of Security, and thisis a Security problem. I'm happy to
warn you that he's on hisway, but | wouldn't presumeto tell you what to do about it.”

“Thanks,” he said sardonically. “Which shuttleishe on?’
“Ddta”
“Déta,” herepeated. “ That'sdueto dock in, let me see...” He checked histimepiece. “ Seven minutes.”

He got to hisfeet. “1'd better get moving. Thanksfor al the advance notice you gave me,” he added with
atouch of irony.

He broke the communication, had his computer check to seeif the tramcar was at his end of the Mdll,
discovered that it wasn't, and elected to ride the didewalk to the airlock rather than wait for the car. He
arrived at the airlock just as Shuttle Delta was beginning its docking maneuvers.

“Cupid?’

“Yes Attila?

“What nameis Gold usng?’

“ James Westerman, Jr.”

“Petch methrough to Delta”

The pilot's face appeared above the nearest computer termina.

“Héllo, Attila,” shesaid. “What can | do for you?’

“Y ou've got a passenger traveling under the name of James Westerman, J.”
She checked her passenger list. “Right.”

“Have one of the attendants find some way to delay him—sulbtly, if possible—until everyone dseis off
the shuttle. Then let him off.”

“Ishe dangerous?’ she asked.
“Only to himsdf.”

“Y ou're not giving us much timeto set thisup,” said the pilat. “1 think 1'd better mess up the docking
procedure and take another run at it. Otherwise, by the time | manage to speak to attendantsin private
and inform them of the Situation, he might already be disembarking.”

“I'll makeit easy for you,” said Attila. “Put my voice on your public-address system.”
She reached forward and touched something out of the range of the camera, then nodded.

“Attention, Shuttle Delta,” he announced. “Dock H is committed to Shuttle Epsilon. Please enter a
holding pattern until we can confirm adock for you.” He paused long enough to light up asmdl, thin
Alphard cigar and count slently to one hundred.

“Shuttle Delta, you have been cleared for Dock C.”

It took the shuttle about eight minutes to dock during which time Attila determined that there were



seventeen passengers aboard it. A moment later they began entering the airlock, and he passed them
through as quickly as possible.

Findly, when sixteen patrons had cleared the airlock and entered the Mall, he excused dl but one burly
guard from airlock duty and signaed the pilot to release Gold.

“I'mterribly sorry, Sr,” said an attendant who entered the airlock with the minister. “Our scanner must be
mafunctioning. But | assureyou that itdid register a hand weapon.”

“It'sdl right,” muttered Gold.

“If youwishtofilean officid complaint, my nameis—"

“It'sdl right, | said!” snapped Gold.

He turned away from the attendant and faced Attila, who couldn't believe his eyes.

Gold'sformerly pale cheeks and forehead was covered with unevenly applied makeup, and hishairline
was amogt two inches higher, with day old stubble showing where he had shaved it. He had dyed his
sdeburns black, but the job was doppy one, and some of the color had smeared onto hisright ear. It
would have been laughable, decided the Security chief, wereit not so pathetic.

“We meset again, Doctor Gold,” said Attila, unable to keep from staring at the minister'sface.
“There must be some mistake,” said Gold. “My nameis James Westerman.”
“Y ou're Thomas Gold.”

Gold pulled out an identification card. “Y ou arein error, as you can plainly see. | am James Westerman,
Jr., and you aredetaining meillegdly.”

“Do any members of your church know you're up here?’ asked Attila.

“I have no church!” sngpped Gold. “1 am a businessman from the Zeta Piscium system, and you are an
insolent hirding! Now let me passl”

Attilashook hishead. “Not achance, Doctor Gold. But if you'll reenter Shuttle Deltaand wait for it to
depart, | won't let anyone know you were up here.”

“No!” bellowed Gold. “I am apatron! Y ou can't keep me off theComet !”

“I'mthe Chief of Security,” said Attilacamly. 1 can refuse entrance to anyone who in my opinion will be
adisruptiveinfluence.”

Gold seemed disoriented for amoment, then dug ahand into his pocket and withdrew a huge shesf of
thousand-credit notes. “But | can pay!” he said, his voice suddenly desperate and whining. “1 have
money! Isn't that all you care about?” He waved the notesin Attilasface. “Don't you understand? | can

pay!”
“Where did you get dl that money?” asked Attila
Gold's eyes narrowed. “1 told you—I'm abusinessman.”

“You'reaminigter, and you've lived in poverty for years,” said Attila. “What did you do—rob your
church?



“Takeit!” pleaded Gold, pushing the wad of notes up againgt Attila's chest and releasing it. Tears came
to hiseyes. “Takeit! Keep some of it for yoursdlf, | don't care—but for God's sake, let me pass!”

“Guard,” said Attila, nodding to the burly greenclad man who had been watching Gold with horrified
fascination.

“Doctor Gold is going to be leaving us now. Please escort him back onto Shuttle Delta”

“No!” screamed Gold. “I'vegot to ... just once ... before ... | beg of you!”

“Comeadong, gr,” said the guard, taking Gold by the arm.

Gold pulled loose and raced up to Attila, hislong, emaciated fingers clutching at the Security chief'stunic.

“I'll give you whatever you want!” he hissed, hiseyes bright and wild. *Y ou want more money? I'll get it!
Whatever you want—but you can't keep me away from them!”

“Please comewith me, Sr,” said the guard, walking over and taking afirmer grip on him.

“You can't do thisto me!” raged Gold. “I'm abusinessman from—from...” Hisvoicetrailed off ashe
tried to remember which world he was supposed to have come from.

The guard tried to pull him away, and Gold threw himself to the ground and began screaming
incoherently.

“Attila?’ said the guard, looking questioningly at the Security chief.

“We can't send him back likethis” said Attilaas he watched Gold writhing and moaning on the floor,
begging for entrance to theComet. He sighed. “Let's get him to the hospital and inform his church of his
whereabouts.”

Attilalifted Gold to hisfeet, and he and the guard haf-dragged, haf-carried him into the bright interior of
theVelvet Comet , where the Security chief ordered a nearby subordinate to restaff the airlock.

Gold stopped struggling when they were halfway across the Mdl. Suddenly his eyes became clear and
his demeanor cam.

“Can you walk now, Doctor Gold?’ asked Attila, tentatively loosening his grip on Gold's shoulder.
Gold nodded, then looked at his surroundings.

“Thisiswrong,” he announced, puzzled.

“What is, Doctor Gold?’

“Everything,” he said. “It dways starts with the imp, and then the black unicorn.”

“Perhgps they're waiting for you in the hospital,” suggested Attila

Gold considered the statement, then nodded his head tentatively. “Perhaps,” he agreed. Hisfacelit up
with ddlight. “And ifthey are, then so are the fagries!”

“I wouldn't be abit surprised,” said Attilasoothingly.

“Then let'shurry!” said Gold. “I can't keep them waiting any longer!”



“Why don't you run ahead and make sure they're waiting?’ said Attilato the guard.

The man nodded and raced off to aert the medica staff, while Thomas Gold, hisface glowing with
childlike enthusiasm, hiswords atorrent of innocent dreams and sinister fantasies, followed Attila

Chapter 17
The Sted Buitterfly frowned at Attilasimage.

“Another one?’ she repeated.

The Security chief nodded. “With a very ingenious plastic wegpon. The scanner didn't recognizeit at
first.” He paused. “ She came closer to getting through than any of the others. We haven't put her under
hypnosisyet, but | think it's safe to assume that you were her primary target.”

“Me?Why not you?’
“Becauseif shewas hereto kill me, she could have doneit right therein the airlock.”

“Itold you we weren't going to be happy with whoever replaced Thomas Gold,” said the Stedl Butterfly,
spping her drink. “How many does that make now?’

“Four thisweek, and seven in the two months since they locked Gold away,” replied Attila

“What's the matter with them anyway?’ she demanded. “I thought Jesus Pures were supposed to be
againg violence!”

“My own opinionisthat the sonis crazier than the father,” answered the Security chief. “Did you hear
him lagt night?’

She shook her head. “Why bother? It's the same drivel he's been spouting for the past six weeks.”
“Not quite” said Attila. “It'sactudly getting more vehement. Cupid?’

“Yes, Attila?’ said the computer.

“Play thelast couple of minutes of Simon Gold's most recent broadcast for the Stedl Buitterfly.”
Ingtantly Attilals holograph vanished, to be replaced by the fierce, unsmiling visage of Smon Gold.

“If thy hand offend thee, cut it off!” heintoned, Saring righteoudy into the camera. “What doesthis
mean? Simply that there are certain objectsthat are beyond savation. They are past al hope of
redemption, and must be forcibly removed from the affairs of Men. TheVelvet Comet is such an object.”

Helooked out at his audience.

“It destroyed my father,” he said fiercely. “And if it can destroy Thomas Gold, it can destroy anyone!”
He paused for that thought to sink in. “TheVelvet Comet isablight upon the galaxy, and an offenseto dl
mora men and women. What doesthe Bibletdll usto do?’

He amiled with grim satisfaction as hundreds of voicesfrom his audience told him exactly what action to
take. “Hewho loves his God the best will be he who puts an end to that wicked, sinful ship!”

Theroar of gpprova from the audience was deafening—and then the holograph blinked out of existence,
to be replaced by Attilasimage. “ Some prayer meeting, en?” he said grimly.



“Can't we have him arrested?’ asked the Stedl Buitterfly. “He's actually exhorting them to come up here
andkill ug”

Attilashook hishead. “| dready spoketo Vanmill'slegd department. All he actudly said wasthat he
wanted to see theComet put out of business. Theimplication was clear—but it's il just animplication. |
mean, hdll, there are probably a hundredother waysto shut us down. He can dways claim that he was
referring to one of them.”

“Can't we dagp an injunction on him anyway—something to keep him off theair?’

“Probably—but Vainmill won't doiit.”

“Why not?’

“For the same reason they wouldn't do it to hisfather. They don't want to make amartyr out of him.”
“But Thomas Gold only threatened economic boycotts; his son isthreatening uswith violence.”

Attilagrimaced. “Why don't you ask Fiona Bradley which she prefers—violence againstus , or an
economic boycott directed against Vanmill?’

“Maybe you and | can arrange a private meeting with Smon Gold,” she suggested.

“I doubt it—and he's not Simon Gold anymore. As of yesterday, hisname, title, call it what you will, is
Simon the Eradicator.”

“Why ishe carrying on like this?’” she asked in frugtration. “It'snotour fault that hisfather became
obsessed with the fagries and went crazy!”

“Hés got to blamesomeone ,” said Attila. “ And along with having to lock Gold away, | gather his mother
had a series of strokes about amonth ago. She's been in an intensive-care unit ever since.”

“Maybe someone ought to tell him that killing us and closing down theComet isn't going to solve ether of
those problems,” said the Stedl Buiterfly.

“I'dsettle for his remembering that he's supposed to be againgt violence,” replied Attila. “ That woman
today camevery closeto passing through the airlock.”

“Well, what do you propose to do about these fanatics?” demanded the Stedl Butterfly. “Pretty soon one
of themwill get through.”

“I've been giving it some serious thought,” admitted Attila

“And?

“And | think we should put aban on day-trippers—at least until Simon calms down.”
“What will banning the day-trippers accomplish?’

“Most of them are just shoppers,” answered Attila “They spend dl their time in the Mall and never enter
the brothel.” He paused. “Our security is much better within the brothel than outsideit. We've got
cameras positioned in every room and scannersal the hell over the place. But the Mdl isadifferent
matter: it'salmost two mileslong and it's got five hundred and sixty-two stores and boutiquesiniit.”

“I know dl this” she said impatiently. “Get to the point.”



“The point issmply this: no oneis going to smuggle awegpon into the brothel, not even a pocket knife.
But after today's experience, I'm not convinced that they can't smuggleparts of aweapon, especidly a
plagtic one, into the Mall. They can hide the partsin secret locations inside stores, and eventualy
someone who knows how to assemble and use it will come up here and do just that. He won't have to
enter the brothdl; he can just stand in the Mdl and sart blowing away the patrons. The effect will bethe
same; we can't stay in businessif we can't protect our clientele.”

“Have you spoken to Constantine about this?” asked the Stedl Butterfly.

“I thought I'd better talk to you first,” said Attila. “For onething, | don't think the shops are going to be
very happy about it, and if | don't have your complete support Constantine will never buy it.”

“True,” shesad, lowering her head in thought. Findly shelooked up at hisimage. “How long would you
enforce the ban?’

“That depends upon our friend Simon the Eradicator. I'd certainly keep it in force aslong as he keeps
telling his people that God will love them even moreif they destroy us”

“What if he keepsit up for ayear?’ she asked.

“Then we won't alow day-trippersfor ayear,” he replied. He paused. “Look, if somedivingly inspired
Jesus Pure comes up here and wipes out three hundred patronsin the Mall, we're not going to have to
worry about the shopkeepers anyway. Well be out of business ten minutes | ater.”

Shesighed. “All right. Let's get hold of Congtantine and seeif we can persuade him to sanction it.”

She placed three calls before she even got through to his personal secretary, and she was then informed
that he would contact her an hour later, when he got out of ameeting with FionaBradley. Thecall came
through exactly as scheduled, and Attilawasimmediately paiched intoit.

“Thishad better beimportant,” said Congtantine, obvioudy annoyed at having his schedule disrupted.
“I'm due a another meeting in five minutes.”

“I think itis” said the Sted Buiterfly. “Have you heard Smon Gold lately?’
Congtantine smiled. “ Simon the Eradicator? Don't worry about him. He's just out for publicity.”

“He damned near got it,” she said. “We caught an armed Jesus Pure trying to get onto theComet today.
It was the seventh in two months.”

“There are madmen in every rdigion. | think Tom Gold proved that.”
“I don't think you redlize the gravity of the Stuation,” interjected Attila
Congtantine checked histimepiece, and frowned. “ All right. Y ou tell me—and try to be brief.”

The Security chief explained how the plastic weapon had escaped Cupid's preliminary inspection,
outlined the methodol ogy for smuggling a disassembled wegpon into one of the Mal's stores, and offered
hissolution.

“Out of the question,” said Congtantine when Attila had finished. “ The shopswould consider it abreach
of contract, and they'd beright. Ninety percent of them would move out within amonth.”

“How many of them will move out if agunman actualy getsinto the Mal?’ replied Attila



“It'syour job to seeto it that such an eventuality doesn't come to pass.”
“Won't you at least consider it?’ asked the Stedl Buitterfly.

“Don't beridiculous,” answered Congtantine. “TheVelvet Comet existsto make money. Onceit stops
turning a profit, we won't need Simon Gold's urging to shut it down.”

“It will make aprofit with or without the stores,” she persisted. “And thisisonly atemporary
measure—just until he stops encouraging his followersto attack us.”

“Andwhat if he never sops?’ demanded Congtantine. “ Or let's put the best possible face onit: what if he
drops dead next month and the Jesus Pure disband? How am | going to convince any merchant to rent a
goreintheMadl if he knowsthat I'll shut him down &t thefirst Sgn of trouble?’ He paused. “Look—I
appreciate your concern, but the two of you are taking an extremely narrow view of the situation. The
stores stay open.”

“That'syour find word?’ asked Attila
“Itis”
“Will you at least discussit with FionaBradley?’ asked the Stedl Butterfly.

“If Flona Bradley wanted to ded with the day-in, day-out problems of the Entertainment and Leisure
Divisors, shewouldn't have put mein charge of it,” said Congtantine, histoneincreasingly irritated. “Now
if you'll excuseme, | have amesting to attend.”

He broke the connection.
“Wdl, wetried,” said the Sted Buitterfly.
“ Should we make an attempt to get through to Fiona Bradley ourselves?’ asked Attila.

She shook her head. “Wed be usurping Constantine's authority. | think held fire usjust for that.” She
sghed. “I guesswell just have to hope that Cupid will be able to keep spotting potentiad mass
murderers.”

“Or that Simon Gold will tone down his attacks,” added Attila. “Who would have thought he would
publicly admit that Gold went crazy over the faeries? It takes away the one weapon | was surewe'd be
able to use againgt Gold's successor.”

“Y ou mean the disk of the scenein my office?’

He nodded. “It'stotally worthless now.”

“Except asawegpon againstus ,” shesad ironicaly.

“If anyone should ever come across it, Congtantine will redlize that welied to him.”
“It's pretty well hidden,” he assured her. “WEélIl both be retired before anyone findsit.”
“Cupid!” she said sharply.

“Yes, madam?’ said the computer.

“Put this conversation in my Priority file, retroactive to the moment when Richard Constantine broke



contact with us”
“Done,” announced the computer ingtantly.

She looked at Attila. “Wed better not mention that disk again. All anyone hasto do is hear us speak
about it and they'll know it exists—and once they know what they're looking for, they'll find it.”

“I agree.” A light flashed on his desk. “ Another problem at the airlock,” he announced. “What isit,
Cupid?’

“| have scanned patron Marianna Vittore of Pollux IV and discovered a subclinical venered disease. She
is being discreetly escorted to the hospital for treatment, and should be able to proceed to the brothedl in
goproximatdy twenty minutes.”

Attilarelaxed. “Thank God for small favors. Every time | seethat damned light, | think another Jesus
Pureistrying to snesk in.”

“Well, | guessdl we can do is keep potting them and sending them back,” sighed the Stedl Buitterfly.
“Who knows? Maybe they'll get tired of it before we do.”

“Somehow | don't think that'stoo likely,” replied Attila.
“Neither doI,” she agreed. “Well, | suppose wed better get back to work.”
“I guesss0,” he said wearily, reaching out to break the connection.

And, asthe Sted Butterfly and Attilawent about their business aboard theVelvet Comet , four thousand
miles benesath them Simon the Eradicator put his Bible down and began plotting thefind stepin his
campaign to make certain that the orbiting brothel that had destroyed his father was permanently
decommissioned.

Chapter 18
“Red Alert!”
Attilasat upin hisbed.
“What the hell are you talking about?’
“Red Alert, Attila,” repeated Cupid.
“Comeon!” hesad irritably. “There hasn't been a Red Alert snce theComet was activated.”
“That istrue, Attila. Nonetheless, thereis currently a condition of Red Alert.”
Attilarubbed his eyes and ran ahand through his hair.
“All right,” he said, garting to get dressed. “What'sthe Stuation?’

“Simon the Eradicator, whom | believe you know as Simon Gold, has docked his ship at theVel vet
Comet and threatens to destroy theComet —and himsdlf with it—if his demands are not met.”

“Canyou get meavisud?’ asked Attila, suddenly wide awake.

“Certainly,” replied Cupid, creating ahologram of a private ship at Dock H.



“That'shim?’

“Yes Attila”

“Does he actudly have any explosives aboard his ship?’

“If hedidnt, | would not have sgnaled aRed Alert.”

“What kind and how powerful?” demanded Attila, stepping into his pants.

“He has agngle thermonuclear fisson device. The detonator has been activated, and my scannerstell me
that it is connected to his ship's control pand, enabling him to explode it whenever he wishes.”

“Canyou deactivate it?’

“Not without Simon the Eradicator's consent,” answered Cupid.
Attilastudied the holograph more closdly.

“Give methe worst-possible scenario,” he ordered.

“He detonates the bomb and theVelvet Comet isliterdly ripped apart.”
“Now give me abest-possible scenario that includes detonation.”

“He detonates the bomb, theVelvet Comet suffersminima structurd damage, and the radiation within
theComet fdlsto aminimaly acceptablelevd in thirteen years.”

Attilamuttered acurse. “ All right—so we can't have him detonating his bomb under any circumstances.
What are his demands?’

“Thet theVelvet Comet be permanently shut down.”

“What kind of timeframe arewe talking about?’ asked Attila.

“He has given Vanmill eight hours to accede to his demands, which were made seven minutes ago.”
“Has he got a communications channel to Richard Congtantine or Fiona Bradley?”’

“He doesnot.”

“Then he wants usto deliver the message?’

“Hehasnot said so, but it seemsthelogica conclusion.”

“Doesthe Sted Butterfly know what's going on?’

“When | declare acondition of Red Alert, | an compelled to inform al crew members and patrons.”
“Y ou mean the patrons know too?’ demanded Attila

“I think itisabad idea,” commented Cupid. “It isvery likely to cause apanic among them. But | am
unableto bypassthat portion of my programming.”

“Wonderful,” muttered Attila. He paused in thought for amoment. “Patch me through to Cordero.”

Theimage of aman in agreen uniform appeared.



“Have we got oursalves afull-scae panic yet?” asked Attila.

The Security man shook his head. “ They're nervous and they're scared, but the Situation’s not out of
control yet.”

“It'll get worse” said Attila. “1I'm putting you in charge of them. I'm going to stay here and seewhat | can
do about Smon Gold.”

“Right.”

“How many ships and shuttlecraft are docked here?’

“Nineteen shuttles, forty-six private craft, two small cruise ships, and afood cargo ship.”
“Enough to evacuate dl the patrons and staff if we haveto?’

“More than enough, counting the cargo ship.”

“Then keep him here. Cupid, get me the Sted Butterfly.” Instantly her holograph appeared over his
computer terminal. “Who getsto tell Congtantine and Bradley?’ he asked. “Y ou or me?’

“I've put an emergency cal through to Congtantine,” she said. “ That meansthat | might actually receivea
reply within an hour or two.”

“Has anyone spoken directly to Simon Gold yet?’
She shook her head. “Not to my knowledge.

Cupid tels me thathe received the message, checked its accuracy with his scanners, and immediately
declared aRed Alert.”

“Well, | supposesome body had better talk to him before he starts getting nervous.” He sighed. “1 dways
knew there was agood reason not to be Chief of Security.”

“Good luck,” she said.
“I haveafeding I'll needit.”

He broke the connection, then ingtructed Cupid to connect him to Simon Gold. A moment later Smon's
face and torso blinked into existence.

“Y ou're Smon the Eradicator?’ said Attila

“And you must be the one called Attila,” said Simon, staring unblinkingly into hiseyes.

“Y ou don't look much like your father,” remarked the Security chief.

“I looked alot more like him before his association with theVelvet Comet ,” answered Simon coldly.
“By the way, do you mind if | seethe nuclear device for mysdlf?’ asked Attila

“Not a al,” replied Simon, directing his ship's computer to send animage of it to theComet .
“Impressve” sad Attila

“Areyou satisfied that I'm in earnet?’



“I don't know. Areyou?’
Simon nodded. “Indeadly earnest.”
“And if we don't agreeto your terms?’

“Then | am quite prepared to die to ensure that theVel vet Comet never again corruptsasingle soul.” He
dared at the camera. “I assure you that I'm not bluffing.”

“No,” admitted Attila. “1 don't think you are.”

“Then, we have nothing further to say to each other, have we?’ said Smon. | presume that the decison
will bemade a ahigher level.”

“I presume s0,” agreed Attila. “In the meantime, may | make arequest?’
“What isit?’ asked Smon.

“Y our argument iswith Vainmill and with the crew of theComet . Will you &t least alow our patronsto
leave?’

“Ask meagainintwo hours”

“Will you let them leave then?’ persisted Attila.

“WEell see,” regponded Simon with agrim amile.

“Inthe meantime, | shdl dlow them thistimeto reflect upon their ans.”

Attilabroke the connection, then raised the Stedl Butterfly on the intercom.

“WdlI?" shesad.

“Hemeansbusiness,” hereplied. “ Any word from Congtantine yet?’

She shook her head. “ The staff isdoing agood job of keeping the patrons calm, but it can't last forever.”

“I've checked the docks, and there are enough ships there to evacuate everyone—ifwe can do it before
Simon Gold pushesthe button.”

“Is Simon Gold redlly prepared to blow himsaf up to destroy theComet 7" she asked.
“I don't think the thought of deeth frightens him in the least. He's sure he's going straight to heaven.”

“Thomas Gold was aways opposed to violence, and yet his son is planning to destroy hundreds of
people,” she said unbdievingly. “ Thisis madness!”

“Isthere any possihility that we can get Thomas Gold to talk his son out of this?’ suggested Attila.
The Sted Buitterfly sighed deeply. “1 dready thought of that.”
“Am?!

“He hasn't said aword since they put him away, except to quote the Song of Solomon—uwhich | gather
he doesendlessly,” shereplied. “ The man'saraving lunatic. He can't talk anyoneinto or out of anything.”



Suddenly shetensed. “ Just aminute. | think Congtantineistrying to get through to me. Keep monitoring
my office”

A moment later Richard Congtantine'simage appeared.

“Thisisgetting to be ahabit,” he said severely. *Y ou'd better have a damned good reason for interrupting
rre”

“Of coursel do.”
“What isit?’

“Y ou remember we were discussing Simon Gold the other day? Wdll, hisship is currently docked at the
Comet . It'sarmed with athermonuclear device, and he saysthat hell detonateit if Vainmill doesn't
agree to decommission theComet within the next seven hours.”

The color |eft Constantine's face.

“Do the patrons know he'sthere?’

“Cupid told them,” put in Attila

“Our own computer told them?’ he repeated unbdievingly.

“It's programmed to inform everyone on the ship of aRed Alert.”
“That's great!” snapped Constantine. “ Just great!”

He paused. “Did Simon Gold say whether he wants the ship closed down in seven hours, or whether he
smply wants adecision in seven hours? Maybe we can buy alittle time here.”

“Hewantsthe ship closed down,” replied Attila.
“Damn!” muttered Congtant. “How much do you think he wants?’

“Y ou're dedling with areligious fanatic who thinks he's avenging hisfather,” said the Sted Butterfly. “All
he wantsis to decommission the ship. Money doesn't mean athing to him. He thinks God has sent him on
aholy misson of destruction.”

“Let metak to him,” said Congantine, and Cupid immediatdly patched him through to Simon's ship.
“Simon Gold, thisis Richard Congtantine,” he announced.

“I know who you are,” answered Simon.

“Why are you threstening the lives of theComet 's crew and patrons?’

“BecausetheVelvet Comet isablight upon humanity, and must be eradicated.”

“Evenif it meanskilling hundreds of innocent people?’

Simon stared coldly at Congtantine'simage. “If they are aboard theVelvet Comet , they are not innocent
people.”

“That'san awful lot of blood to have on your hands.”



“I havelarge hands,” replied Simon gravely.

“May | ask you aquestion?’ continued Constantine.
“Go ahead.”

“What will you do if we givein to your demands?’
“I don't think | understand you.”

“Y ou've got athermonuclear device, and you'll have seen that thiskind of terrorist blackmail can be
highly effective against people who cherish human life more than principle,” said Congtantine. “ So my
questionis: what Vainmill property will you threaten to destroy next?’

“I'd suggest that you worry aboutthis one,” replied Simon.

“Thisonesdready logt,” said Congtantine calmly. “Either well closeit down or you'll blow it up. Either
way therewill be noVelvet Comet tomorrow. What | want to know iswhy | should yield to your
demands. After dl, if | don't, at least you and your device won't be a problem tomorrow—xbut if | givein,
what assurance do | have that this conversation won't be repested at anew Vainmill target every week?’

“Y ou have my word,” said Smon.
“What isyour word worth?’ continued Congtantine.
“Youll haveto decidefor yoursdf.”

“Widl, inthe meantime, let metell you whatmy word isworth,” said Congtantine. “If you will give up your
demands right now, | am sure we can work out some method of recompensing you for your time. Do
you understand what I'm saying?’

“Of course,” replied Simon. *Y ou're saying that you think I'm for sde.”

“I think we could further agree not to press crimind charges againgt you, in exchange for your promise
never to useterrorist methods againgt Vainmill again.”

“I have no fear of prison.”

“Wewould aso promiseto destroy al holographic records of your unfortunate father's rather
embarrassing tripsto theComet .

“My father isin no condition to care what you do with those records.”

“Hemay not be, but we control anumber of news mediathat would love to get their hands on those
disks.” He paused. “Releasing them certainly couldn't do your church's reputation any good.”

“The merefact that you can make such athreat convinces methat | have chosen the only viable course of
action,” said Simon.

“'There's nothing viable about it. Let's search for some other way to resolve our differences.”

“Mr. Congtantine, you have seven hours and thirteen minutes left,” said Simon, reaching out and breaking
connection.

Congtantine looked at theimages of Attilaand the Steel Butterfly.



“Opinions?’ he said.

Hesfully prepared to die” said Attila. “Eager, even.”

“I concur,” said the Sted Buitterfly.

“Isthere any way to defuse the device?” asked Congtantine.

“Cupid saysno,” replied Attila.

“What would happen if amilitary ship made adirect hit on Smon Gold's ship?’

“Cupid saysthat he's got the detonator tied into his ship'slife-support system,” answered Attila. “The
second the system goes, the device explodes.”

“| see” said Congantine. “What are the chances that we can get everyone off theComet in the next few
hours?’

“I don't know,” answered the Security chief.

“What'syour opinion?’ he asked the Steel Butterfly.

She shrugged. “1 think hell trigger the device before he lets asingle member of the crew off theComet .”
Congtantine frowned. “I'll get back to you,” he said, and suddenly hisimage vanished.

When the deadline was six hours away. Attila contacted Simon again.

“Have you decided to alow our patronsto leave?’ he asked.

“All but ten,” replied Simon.

“Which ten?’

“It makes no differenceto me,” said Simon. “ Youchoose them.”

“If you don't care who they are, why not let them al go?’ demanded Attila

“Because | want every one of your customersto know that it could just as easily have been him or
her—and | want the ten to know that they are till in jeopardy asaresult of your choice, not mine.” He
paused. “I happen to know that you currently have seven hundred and twenty-six customers aboard the
Comet . Before | will permit them to leave, | want to tie my computer into the termind at your airlock. If
more than seven hundred and sixteen people passthrough, I'll detonate the device immediately. I've
made my peace with God; it makes no difference to me whether | die now or in six more hours.”

Attila broke the connection.

“Cupid?’

“Yes Attila”

“Arethere any patrons currently in the hospitd ?’
“Yes, Attila. Therearetwo.”

“Aredther of them ambulatory?’



“Not at present.”
“All right. Get me Cordero.”
“Yes, 9r?’ sad the green-clad Security man amoment later.

Attilaexplained Smon'stermsfor the evacuation to him. “Have Cupid pick eight names at random,” he
concluded, “and detain them. Then have the staff oversee the evacuation, and keep it asorderly as

posshble”
He then contacted the Stedl Butterfly and told her what was happening.

“I've heard from Congtantine twice more,” she informed him. “He couldn't keep the details from the
Navy, and now the news media have got their handson it too.”

“Wonderful,” muttered Attila. “1 wonder how many psychotics are flying up hereto help him.”

“The Navy's cordoned off the area, but they've agreed not to move in aslong as we're trying to negotiate
withhim.”

“Which means until he pushesthe button, a which time the negotiations are over.”

He broke the connection, poured himsalf a cup of coffee, checked periodically on the evacuation, had
three more futile conversations with Constantine and two with his subordinates, and waited.

When there were only two hours remaining, Constantine put through yet another call.
“Any changein the Situation?’ he asked. “None.”

“Hes playing his cardsawfully well, I'll give him that,” said Congtantine.
“Hasanyone a Vanmill decided what we're going to do about him?’

“Wereworkingonit,” replied Congtantine. “ Sit tight alittlelonger. The Navy is<till sudying his
position.”

“Y ou want to know hisposition?’” said Attila. “I'll tell you his position. He's positioned in the goddamned
control chair with histhumb about two inches away from the detonation button!”

“Kegpcam.”
“If you think I'm nervous now, try me again in an hour and ahaf!” snapped Attila

“I'm going to have onelast talk with him, and then I'll make adecision,” said Congtantine. “ Have the
computer patch me through again.”

Hisimage ingtantly appeared above Simon's compuiter.
“ThisisRichard Congtantine again.”

“Y ou've got less than two hours,” Simon announced.
“Will you consider acounterproposa ?’

“No,” said Simon serenely. He broke the connection.



“Héscrazy, you know that?’ complained Congtantine. “He's gone farther over the edge than hisfather!”

A light flashed on his desk, and he activated another computer screen, read amessage, and looked up at
Attila. “The Navy saysthat thereé's no possibility of boarding his ship before he can detonate the device.”

“I could havetold you that Sx hoursago,” said Attila

“Keep the communication open,” said Congtantine, getting to hisfeet. “I'll be back in a couple of
minutes.”

Hewaked out of camerarange, and Attila spent the next five minutes staring at his empty office. Then he
returned and sat back down at his desk.

“I'm told that we have anumber of escape pods aboard the ship in case of severe meteor damage,” said
Congtantine. “How may people could they hold if we were to jettison them during alast minute military
attack?’

Attilachecked with Cupid.

“Six hundred,” hereplied.

“And theComet iscarrying six hundred and nineteen,” mused Congtantine,
“Plusten patrons.”

Congtantine lowered his head in thought for along moment, then looked up.

“All right,” he said with asigh of defeat. “Hewins.” He paused. “| suppose you might aswel put me
through to him.”

Hisimage appeared above Simon's computer once more.
“Thisis Richard Congantine. We will meet your demands.”
“Good,” said Simon. He checked thetime.

“Y ou've got ninety-six minutesto get al the employees off theVelvet Comet . They can usethe
customer's ships.”

“Just aminute,” said Congtantine. “Thisisadeal, not acapitulation. What do you intend to do once
they've left theComet 7’

“I'll monitor broadcast transmissions from Deluros VII1,” replied Simon. “Assoon as| hear an
acceptable number of sationsthat are not owned by Vanmill announce that theComet has been
permanently decommissioned, I'll return to the planet and turn mysdlf over to the authorities.”

“You won' try to escape?’
Simon smiled triumphantly. “I fear only God, not men.”

TheVelvet Comet 's second evacuation began ten minutes later, and three minutes before Simon's
deadline was up, Attilaand the Sted Butterfly became the last two personndl to leaveit.

Simon waited until half adozen broadcasts had confirmed the fact, then headed back to Deluros VI,
totally unconcerned about what the future held for him, secure in the knowledge that the God of Thomas



Gold was proud of him.

Chapter 19
A week had passed.

Simon Gold, who had been taken into custody immediately upon his return to Deluros V11, was awaiting
trid.

More than one hundred patrons had filed lawsuits againgt the Vainmill Syndicate and theVel vet Comet .
And the Sted Butterfly had been trying, without success, to see Richard Congtantine.

When the cdl came through that he was findly willing to grant her an audience, sheleft the hotd that
housed theComet 's gaff, took amonorail to the Vainmill Building, and was soon Sitting in the reception
room of his 103rd-floor suite. She waited for half an hour, and was ushered into his office.

“You'relooking well,” he said, remaining seated and gesturing to her to sit down.

“I may belooking well, but I'mfeeling ignored,” she said. “Do you know how long I've been trying to see
you?”

“I gpologize,” hereplied insincerely. “1've been quite busy. What can | do for you?’

“Y ou know why I'm here. Smon Gold's been injail for aweek and hisfather islocked away in some
asylum, so | want to know when you're reopening theComet for business”

“We'renot.”
“I had afeding that would be your answer,” she said. “May | ask why not?’

“A number of reasons,” replied Congtantine. “ There'slack of customer confidence, for one thing; the
Comet catersto the wealthiest men and women in the Republic, and wed have adifficult time convincing
them that we could protect them. And, of course, there's Simon Gold.”

“Y ou can't serioudy expect meto beievethat he's not going to spend the next twenty or thirty yearsin
jal.”

“Oh, helll beincarcerated for at least that long,” said Congtantine. “But he's still the leader of his church,
and we've somehow blundered into doing the one thing we most wanted to avoid: weve turned himinto
amartyr.” He paused. “If we reopen theComet for business, how long do you think it will take him to
exhort hisfollowersto do exactly what he did? And thistime there would be no bargaining with them.”

“Then spend some of your trillions of credits on external security. Make sure that no armed vessdl can
approach us”

“It has often been said than no man is safe from an assassin who iswilling to sacrifice hisown life. The
sameistrue of theComet . To makeit completely secure from the kind of fanatics who would be coming
after it would cost more money than the operation bringsin.” He paused. “No, the best thingtodois
closethe bookson it and be grateful that everyone escaped with hislife.”

“And at least one of us escaped with his career,” she added caudtically.

“Y ou misunderstand the purpose of thismeeting,” he answered her camly. “I didn't cdl youinto
announce the desth of theComet , but the birth of six hundred and nineteen new careers. Vainmill dways



takes care of its own. Everyone who worked aboard theComet was under contract, and we intend to
honor those contracts. Attilaand his staff will be provided with jobs aboard our luxury spacdiners, aswill
thetechnica crew.”

“And what about the prostitutes? We're the ones who actualy made your profit for you.”

“Wdll, thatis asomewhat awkward situation,” hereplied. “ Asyou know, theVelvet Comet was
Vanmill's only venture into prostitution, and based on our experience we don't anticipate ever so
venturing again. Still, wefed adeep sense of responsbility toward you and your staff —”

“Especidly snceour contractsare fill valid,” sheinterjected.

“So welve taken the liberty of making arather unusua arrangement,” he concluded, completely unruffled
by her comment.

“What arrangement?’ she asked suspicioudly.
“You are aware of thetraining school on Delvania?’
“Of course”

“Wdl, with theComet decommissioned thereis obvioudy no longer any need for aschool. But we've
spoken to Suma, and offered her substantial financing at very favorable rates to turn her school into a
working brothel—on the condition that she offer employment to any member of your staff who desires
it”

“On Devania?’

“Yes”

“Have you everbeen to Delvania?’ she asked.

“I can't say that I've had that pleasure.”

“Then let metell you about it,” said the Stedl Buitterfly.

“It'sdry, it'sdudty, it'sdirty, it's underpopulated, and in winter you can fry an egg on the street—if you
canfind astreet. Y ou can't expect men and women who have worked in the most [uxurious setting in the
Republic to voluntarily moveto Ddvanial”

“Thechoiceisthers” sad Congtantine with an unconcerned shrug.
“None of themwill go.”

“Wal, I'm not Simon the Eradicator,” he said. “1 can't hold agun to their heads andfor ce them to go. But
if they don't,” he added, “Vanmill will consder their contractsto be terminated, and will fed itself under
no further obligation to them.”

“Why areyou doing this?’ she asked, honestly puzzled. “Y ou've been looking for areason to kill the
Comet ever ance FionaBradley put you in charge of Entertainment and Leisure.”

“Candidly?1 like my money in banks and bonds and investments. | get very nervous seeing it parading
around on the hoof, theway it did on theComet . Y ou put that many hillionairesin that kind of setting and
it'san open invitation to disagter. If it wasn't Thomas and Simon Gold thisyear, it would have been
somebody else next year. To be honest, I'm surprised it took thislong to happen.”



“What will become of it now?’ she asked.

“TheComet ?Well sdl off the furniture and whatever €lse we can. | suppose the shell will go into
drydock.”

“It was afabulousingtitution,” she said sadly. “It deserved better.”

“It's been my observation that people—and objects—tend to get what they deserve,” replied
Congtantine. “Two months from now every patron it had will have found some other recreationd ouitlet.
A year from now no onewill even think of it. And ten years from now you'll haveto look it up in ahistory
book to know it existed.”

“Wall, you're avery bright man, Mr. Congtantine,” she said, “so | suppose you'reright. But, damn it, you
shouldn't be!”

The Stedl Butterfly returned to her hotel room and drank afina bittersweet toast to the ship that had
fulfilled so many fantasesfor dmost acentury.

Then, with asigh of resignation, she turned to the task of securing gainful employment for the last madam
of theVelvet Comet .

EPILOGUE

Thetal, gaunt man, his clothes dusty with the wind-blown dirt of the Delvanian sireets, stood before the
large, ancient building for amoment, checked the address he had scribbled down in asmall notebook,
and cautioudy entered through the front door.

A frail old woman, confined to awheelchair, sat behind areception desk.
“Welcometo Sumas,” she said in aquavering voice. Then she smiled. “I'mSuma.”
He stared at her, but made no move to approach her.

“Can| helpyou?’ she asked.

“I don't know,” he replied nervoudy, and she noticed that his hands were shaking.
Sumasmiled a him. “Why do | think that thisisyour firg visit to awhorehouse?’
“Becauseitis” hewhispered.

“Theré's no need to be nervous about it,” she said with a chuckle. “I've been watching them come and go
for more than seventy years. Y ou wouldn't believeit to look a me now, but | was very beautiful once.”

“I'm sureyou were.”

“I was,” sherepeated. “Did you ever hear of theVelvet Comet ?'Y ou know, that place they closed up a
few yearsback?’ Shewaited for areaction, but saw only increased nervousness. “Well, once upon a
timel wasits madam.” She peered a him intently. “Don't | know you?’

He shook his head abruptly. “1 told you—thisismy first time.”

“Not from here,” she said. “From somewhere else. Were you ever on the video?’ He made no answer,
and she shrugged. “Well, how many video stars come out here anyway?’ She paused. “Won't you step a
little closer? My eyes aren't as good asthey used to be. | can barely seeyou.” She stared at him again.



“My, but you're pae! Where have you been hiding yourself?’
“I'vebeen sick,” he said carefully.

“Wall, you're hedthy now, and that's al we care about,” she said. “Before we go any farther, | want your
assurances that this establishment is discreet.”

She chuckled again. “We're on Delvania. How much more discreet can we be than that?”
“I wasn't being facetious!” he snapped.

“Neither was|,” shereplied serioudy. She stared at him again. “Y ou know, | could swear I've seen you
beforel”

“I very much doubt it.” He looked annoyed. “ Are these questions necessary?’

“Not at dl,” shesad. “Let's get right down to business. What did you have in mind?’
“I wish to rent acompanion for the night.”

“Weve got alarge assortment on hand,” she replied. “Have you any preference?’
The gaunt man's eyes shone with a strange excitement that amost frightened her.
“Somethingsmall ,” he said.
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