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

Onceitsmeta skin had glistened a brilliant 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
spent millions of hours on its congtruction, and inits heyday it had housed a permanent staff of more than
sx 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 capital planet of the race of Man.

During itslifetimeit had become abyword for opulence and e egance, asynonym for hedonism and
dissipation. Itsfame had spread to the most remote worlds of the Republic, and whileits sybaritic
luxuriesand evenitsair of exclusivity had often been imitated, they had never been equaed.

TheVelvet Comet , after more than three decades of gestation, had been born in space, and amost
ninety-three yearsto the day after itshirth it had died in space, mourned by few and forgotten by
most—but during itsglory yearsit had doneitsliving with agrace and style that would not be seen again
for many millennia

It had been the crown jewd in the Syndicate's Entertainment and Leisure Divison, ashowplace where
the rich and the famous—and occasionally the notorious—gathered to see and be seen, to conspicuousy
consume, and to revel in pleasures which had been designed to satisfy even the most jaded of tastes. For
whiletheVelvet Comet had housed a compendium of the finest shops and boutiques, of gourmet
restaurants and elegant lounges, while it had boasted a fabulous casino and a score of other
entertainments, it had been first and foremost a brothd .

And it wasthe brothd, and the promises of secret ddightsthat it proffered, that had enticed its select
clientele out to theComet . They had come from Deluros V111 and athousand nearby and distant worlds.
Money was no object to these men and women; they had cometo play, and to relax, and to indulge.

And now, amost aquarter of acentury after the last song had been sung and the last dance had been
danced, the dead ship that had been theComet beckoned from the grave to onelast visitor.

Asthey approached their destination, Page noticed that the shopswere lit up, their windows filled with
exotic goodsfrom dl over the gaaxy, their interiors bustling with activity.

“What's going on here?’ he asked hisdriver. “I thought the whole place was shut down.”

“Those are just holographic recregations, Mr. Page,” said the young man. “ They were set up to givethe
press some of the flavor of theComet initsheyday.”



“If I know the press, they'd rather check out the flavor in the bars and bedrooms,” said Page.

The young man offered no reply, and amoment later the vehicle reached the end of the Mall and cameto
ahdt before the entrance to aluxurious reception area that was filled with peoplein formd attire.

“Thanksfor theride,” said Page, Sarting to get out of the vehicle.

The young man placed arestraining hand on hisarm. “| believe that Mr. Carnegie wants aword with you
fird,” hesad. “If youll wait here, I'll go and get him.”

“You do that,” said Page. He leaned back on the seat, clasped his hands behind his head, and closed his
eyes. The next thing he knew he was being shaken awake by a pudgy, balding little man who was
wearing enough diamonds on hisfingersto sock asmdl jewdry store.

“Wake up, Nate!” he snapped.
Page opened hiseyes. “Hi, Murray.”
“You'reamost an hour late!” continued Murray Carnegie harshly.

“I'd prefer to think that everyone else was an hour early,” said Page, blinking rapidly. “Isthere any booze
left?

“Y ou've had enough.”
“It shows?’

“Onyou?Always.” Carnegie glared a him. “I thought | told you to show up sober.”

Chapter 1

Page wa ked through the airlock, pausing for amoment to study the extremely sophisticated security
equipment. Nobody with aweapon would ever have been ableto get past it, and it could doubtless have
evauated apatron'sjewelry to the nearest tenth of a credit—~but the item that fascinated him wasthe
medical scanner. Probably it had been used to determine the presence of venereal diseases, which now
numbered more than five hundred strains and mutations.

He nodded approvingly. Hed find some way to work the scanner into the script.

Heleft theairlock and turned to hisleft. This, he knew, was the fabled Mall, the two-mile-long strip of
exclusive shops and boutiques that formed the bar between theComet 'stwo bells. The didewakswere
no longer functiona, and he began waking aong the parquet flooring that ran down the middle of the
Madl.

He had expected the stores to look dirty and run-down, fronted by broken windows and creaking doors,
but in fact they werein pristine condition.

He grimaced and nodded to himsdlf; of course they'd look like new. TheComet hadn't been sacked and
looted, merely decommissioned, and things tended not to age in space.

“Mr. Page?’ cdled avoice.
He turned and saw a uniformed young man gpproaching him in amotorized cart.

“Yeah?’



“Y ou're going the wrong way.”

Page waited until the cart reached him, then climbed onto the passenger's sest.
“Mr. Carnegie sent me,” said the young man. “He's been worried about you.”
“I'll just bet,” muttered Page.

The vehicle spun around and began racing for the far end of the Mall.

“How lateam |, anyway?’ asked Page.

“About an hour.”

“What the hell dseisthereto do on shuttleflight besides drink?’ replied Page.
“Damnit, Nate, you know how important thisis!”

“Come off it, Murray,” said Page. “It'sagoddamned press party, nothing more. They don't even need
me here”

“No—butyou needthem .”

“I've dready sgned my contract. They're not going to fire me just because I'm alittle late and alittle
drunk.”

“Don't be so goddamned sure of that,” said Carnegie. “1 had ahdl of atime ramming you down their
throats. They wanted the Hernandez brothers.”

“Who'd give them anine-hour script with no beginning, no middle, and no end,” said Page
contemptuoudly. “These guys need me more than | need them—and they're damned lucky to get me.”

“Cut the crap, Nate,” said Carnegie. “Thisisyour agent you're talking to, not some asshole from the
press.”

“Then stop giving me dl this shit about how you can't sell me,” complained Page. “Nobody's lost money
onmeinthelast ten years.”

“Oh, | can sl you anywhere in the galaxy,” agreed Carnegie. “ For fifty thousand creditsashot, whichis
about what you're worth.” He paused. “But we both know you can't live on fifty thousand creditstwice a
year: you've got two homes and a shuttlecraft and three ex-wives and seven kids and you're incapable of
walking past acasino. If you want aquarter of amillion for ascript, you'd better learn to start showing
some respect for the people who can pay it or you're going to be out on your ass.”

“They're paying it because I'm worthit,” said Page, climbing out of the cart and swaying dightly.

“They're paying it because they want Franco Vincenzo to star in thisopus,” Carnegie corrected him, “and
| managed to tie the two of you into a package.”

“No problem,” Page assured him. “I've written for good old Franco before: no words of more than two
gyllables, never have him cry, and dways have him degp in atotaly dark room so his panting public
won't think he'sa sissy who need anightlight.” He grinned. “ Got it right, or did | miss something?’

“Very funny,” said Carnegie disgustedly.



“Yes, itis” agreed Page. “It'saso very true”
Carnegie stared at him. “ Jesus, Nate, Straighten your tunic and do something about your hair!”

“Don't bedlly,” said Page, climbing out of the cart. “1t would spoil theillusion. Everybody knowswriters
drink too much and look al rumpled. It's expected; trust me.”

Carnegie shook his head. “Y ou never learn, do you?’ Helooked around. “ By the way, where's your
baggege?”

“| left it in the shuttlecraft.”

“What for?’

“Let one of theflunkiescarry it in,” said Page. “Besdes, | don't know whereto put it.”
“There's only one bedroom in operation,” replied Carnegie.

“Remember to show it to me before everyone leaves.”

“I'm no flunkie either,” said Carnegie. “ One of the hired help can doit.” He paused. “ Are you ready to
goingdenow?’

“I've been ready since | got here,” said Page. “ Just point me toward the bar.”

“It'syour funera,” said Carnegie, taking Page by the arm and leading him into the sumptuous reception
foyer. Although the room wasilluminated indirectly, there were haf adozen exquisitely crafted crystd
chandeliers, just for show. The carpet and wallpaper were new; both were more expensive and more
garish than anything that had covered theVelvet Comet 'sfloorsand wallsinits heyday.

More than one hundred people were milling about, chatting, drinking, deding. A number of them nodded
to Page as Carnegie escorted him through the foyer; he put on his deepiest, most lopsided smileand
nodded back.

Findly asmal, nervous man with close-cropped brown hair climbed onto asmal platform that had been
erected at the back of the room.

“Isit okay?’ he whispered in avoicethat carried throughout the foyer. “Isthe sound on?’
A bored technician, looking terribly uncomfortablein hisforma clothing, nodded.

“Ladiesand gentlemen!” said the man, clapping his hands for attention. By the time he had repeated
himsdlf threetimes, about half the people in the room were staring at him. “Allow meto present James
‘Bull’ dd Grado.”

A huge man with afull beard and bushy red eyebrows, who looked like held be more at home uprooting
trees with his bare hands, climbed vigoroudy onto the stage, and suddenly the room becametotadly slent.
“Thanks, Pete,” he said in adeep voice. He looked across the room. “1 want to thank you al for coming
here,” he continued. “1 don't suppose it's the best-kept secret in the industry, but | might aswell make it
officid: as of yesterday afternoon, theVelvet Comet isthe property of Del Grado Enterprises.”

There was a smattering of polite applause.

“| suppose you're wondering why Bull del Grado wanted to buy awhorehouse —"



“Hell, no!” cried avoice, amid much laughter, which continued for aslong as dd Grado himself smiled
and ceased immediately theresfter.

“Or at least why | bought one that has been out of businessfor twenty-three years,” continued del

Grado. “Which brings me to my other announcement: Del Grado Enterprisesis committed to producing a
full-scde multimediamusica entertainment based upon the fabled history of theVelvet Comet . The
contracts have been signed, and work will begin within amonth. The entire production will be staged
aboard theComet , which will also house the premiere showing sometime next year—a premiere to
which dl of you are cordidly invited.”

Thistime the cheering was louder and more enthusiagtic.

“I'm going to very briefly introduce our key cregtive people, and then you members of the press can seek
them out and get your interviews.” Helooked across the crowd. “Angel, come up here.”

A stunning brunette dithered across the floor, flashed aradiant smile at two bored young men, and
alowed them to help her climb the stairs onto the stage.

“Angd Midnight has agreed to play thelead in our extravaganza,” announced del Grado, taking her hand
and kissingit.

Groping for words, the actress made a brief statement thanking del Grado for the opportunity,
acknowledged that she didn't yet know which part she would be playing, and heatedly denied that a
professona singer's voice would be dubbed for her own.

Franco Vincenzo wasintroduced next, and handled himsdf alittle more smoothly, and then ddl Grado
turned to Page.

“Next | want to introduce you to our Bard-winning librettist, Nate Page.” He amiled at Page. “In fact,
while dl the rest of us are returning home at the end of this party, Nate is staying aboard theComet for
the next two weeks to research his story. Nate, come on up and say afew words.”

Page clambered awkwardly up to the stage and smiled pleasantly at the audience.
“What'salibrettis?’ he asked.
Even dd Grado guffawed. “It's what you won your Bard for!”

“I waswondering what I'd won it for,” said Page. He winked at Carnegie, who looked like hewas
having an apoplectic fit. “Anyway, | just want to thank Mr. del Grado for giving me this opportunity.”

He paused. “I've dways wanted to spend two weeks in awhorehouse at someone else's expense.”

There was more laughter. Page, who was becoming dightly dizzy, merely smiled, closed hiseyes, and
swayed gently.

“What'sthetitle going to be, Nate?’ asked amember of the audience.

Page shrugged. “1 don't know,” hereplied. “How doesTap Dancing on the Corpse of the Comet srike
you?”

Dd Grado seemed unamused. “It's caledErosin Orbit ,” he announced.

“It'scaledErosin Orbit ,” repeated Page. “1 don't know—I kind of liked my own title.”



“Who'sdoing the lyrics?” asked another journalist.

“Me,” replied Page. “Héll, they're probably the only words I'll recognizein thefina version.” He looked
out at the audience. “Anyone got arhyme for necrophilia?’

More laughter.

“What about the music?’ perssted the journdigt.

“I giveup,” said Page. “Whatabout the musc?’

“Who'sdoingit?’

Page shrugged and jerked athumb in del Grado's direction. “ Ask the boss.”

Dd Grado stepped forward, smiling humorlessly, announced that Page would be availablefor private
interviews, sgnaed one of hisunderlingsto escort the writer off the stage, and began answering questions
and introducing more members of histeam.

“Beautiful!” muttered Carnegie, who was waiting for Page. “Just beautiful! | hope you're ill working
here tomorrow morning.”

“They dready announced me,” said Page. “They'd look pretty damned silly if they fired methe same
day.”

“Dont kid yoursdlf into thinking it can't happen.”

“Who givesadamn? It's a play-or-pay contract. They've got to pay me either way.”

“Y ou may want to write again someday,” noted Carnegie caudtically.

“Some fabul ous careers have been made out of writing unproduced scripts.”

“I can't talk to you when you're like this” snapped Carnegie. He turned on his hedl and walked off.

Page watched him for amoment, then sought out the bar and ordered awhiskey. Hefinisheditinasingle
gulp and was just about to order another when he was overwhelmed by the fragrance of avery
expensve perfume. Heturned to find Angd Midnight standing beside him.

“Hi,” hesad. “I'm Nate Page, and | want you to know how much I'm going to enjoy putting wordsin
your mouth.”

“Redly?’ sheasked with agmile.

He nodded. “ Absolutely. | dwaysriseto achdlenge.”

She gared at him for amoment, trying to determine whether he was being flattering or insolent.
“I want to talk to you about the script,” she said at last.

“Thereian't any script yet,” replied Page.

“I know. But | wanted to discussmy role.”

He shrugged. * Okay—discuss.”



“Wadll, | know | need to work alittle on my dancing and my singing...” she began.
“Not toworry,” hereplied. “Well keep you naked from start to finish and no one will noticeit.”
She amiled uncertainly. “Y ou have a very strange sense of humor.”

“TheVelvet Comet was awhorehouse,” answered Page. | hopeto hdl you're not expecting to play a
military commander.”

“Butthisisamusical ,” she said doggedly.

“You can't sing in the nude?’ asked Page. He looked her up and down and shook his head admiringly.
“By theway, | love your neckling,” he said. “1 thought antigravity was still supposed to be centuries
away.”

“Anyway,” shesad, ignoring hiscomments, “| just want you to know that you don't have to make
dlowancesfor me”

“Allowances?’

“I'm more than just a pretty face.”

“I'll drink to that,” said Page, catching the bartender's eye and holding his glass out for arefill.
“I canact ,” shesad firmly. “I just want achanceto proveit.”

“Andl canwrite ,” answered Page.

“What isthat supposed to mean?’ she asked.

“Just that you can interpret Shakespeare and | can outwrite him,” said Page. He smiled wryly. “And,
baby, that ain't what they hired either of usfor.”

“Spesk for yoursdf,” she said haughtily. “I'm anactress .”

“Not for these guys, you aren't,” said Page. “For two million credits or whatever the hell it isthey're
paying you, they're not interested in your €locution.”

“And what do you think they're buying from you?’ she demanded.
“Wadl, itssureas hell not mybelleslettres .”

“What makesyou so cynicd?’ she asked distastefully.

He shrugged. “It comeswith maturity.”

“I don't think your behavior isespecialy mature.”

“| suppose you'e right. Mature men don't write scripts about tap-dancing progtitutes. Unlessthey have
billsto pay,” he added thoughtfully.

“| was hoping to have auseful, creetive discusson with you,” she said. “1 think I'll have to wait until
you're sober.”

“Thelineformsto your left,” replied Page.



Shefrowned. “What?’

“Nothing. It wasjust athing to say.”

“I don't know why they hired you anyway,” she said. “Y ou haven't had areal hitinyears.”
“Ah.” Hesmiled. “But | haveaBard.”

“Which your producer practicaly bought for you.”

“That'swhy I only have one,” he agreed pleasantly. “They're much more expensive these days.”

“You'reredly hopeess, aren't you?’ she said rhetorically, and suddenly Page became aware of the fact
that their conversation was over and she was staring straight through him and listening to a conversation
that was taking place behind him. A moment later she moved off to mingle with two starstruck members
of the press, while athird tried to find unobtrusive ways to position his camera so that it pointed down
her dress.

Suddenly Page felt aheavy hand on his shoulder, and turned to find himself facing Bull del Grado.
“I'd liketo have alittle talk with you, Nate,” said del Grado.
“Suitsme”

Dd Grado shook hishead. “Not here,” he said. “1t'stoo crowded.” The huge fingers dug into Page's
shoulder. “Let'stake awalk.”

“Whereto?" asked Page.
“It'sabig ship. Well find some place.”

Dd Grado squeezed Page's shoulder, and the writer fell into step beside him. They walked through the
foyer and out aside door into an empty corridor, past the sterile remains of arestaurant and two bars.

“Wherethe hdll are we going?’ demanded Page.

Dd Grado looked around and released his grip.

“I guessweredone,” he agreed.

“What did you want to say?’ asked Page, trying to rub somelife back into hisarm.

“Just that I'm very disappointed in you, Nate,” said dd Grado. He frowned. * Just ook at yoursdif.
Youreamess”

“You didn't hiremefor my tastein clothes,” said Page.
“Right,” said del Grado. “I hired you for your mind—and | don't like to seeit rotted by acohal.”
“It won't be, once | sit down to write.”

“| don't think you understand, Nate,” said del Grado softly. “I didn't hire your writing talent. | hiredyou
—and until the script isdone, lown you. When | order a press reception, you'll show up early and sober,
and when they ask you questions, you'll have answersfor them.”

“Let'scut the crap,” said Page. “We both know that the only reason you bought me was because Murray



put me into a package with Franco Vincenzo. Y ou're buying a script, nothing more.”

Dd Grado shot him atight little smile. “I'm kind of new to the producing game, Nate,” he said. “1 don't
know much about you artistic people, or how you operate, or what passes for good behavior among
you.” He paused, and the smile vanished. “But | understand money. I'm good a making it, and I'm good
at putting it to work for me. Now, I've paid alot of money for theVelvet Comet , and I've committed a
lot of money to makingErosin Orbit , and no hack writer isgoing to mess me up.” He reached out and
dug hisfingersinto Page's shoulder. “Y ou show up drunk again or act in amanner that | consider
unacceptable, and you're out on your ass.”

“Youwon't do that,” said Page confidently.
“What makes you think not?’
“Because youll haveto pay me anyway.”

“Let metell you something,” said dd Grado softly, leaning forward until hisface was just acouple of
inchesfrom Page's. “1 make more money every twenty minutes than I'm paying you for thisscript.” He
paused. “Let metdl you something else. If | was paying you twenty million credits, I'd il fireyouif |
had to. | don't tolerate insubordination—not from you, not from anyone.” He rel eased Page's shoul der.
“Andif | fireyou, | guarantee you'll have ahard timefinding work inthisindustry.” He stared unblinking
into Page's eyes. “Do we understand each other?’

Page stared at him for amoment, could find no softness or humor in his expression, and finally nodded.

“Good,” said del Grado with asatisfied smile. “Everyoneis dlowed one mistake. Y ou've made yours.
Seetoit that it doesn't happen again.”

“It'll be ared experience working for you, Mr. dd Grado,” said Page a last.

“A good one or abad one?’ asked del Grado.

“One or the other.” Page paused. “Or isthat being disrespectful, Mr. del Grado?’
“Asamatter of fact, itis,” said dd Grado. “Don't do it again.”

“Whatever you say,” replied Page.

“Wordsto liveby,” said del Grado. “Now let's get back to the party.”

“If that'swhat you want, Mr. del Grado,” said Page.

“Itis. By theway,” said ddl Grado asthey commenced walking, “I've told one of my men to program the
kitchen compuiter. It won't supply you with any booze while you're here”

“Thanksfor your concern.”

“I knew you'd appreciateit,” said del Grado with an amused smile. “ Also, well be checking in with you
every couple of daysto see what kind of progress you're making.”

“All I'm doing is researching what went on here while the place wasin business,” said Page defensively.
“I expect an outline and the opening scene by the end of the week.”

“Right,” said Page mechanicdly. “By the end of aweek I'll have an outline and the opening scene.”



“Good! | can't tell you how happy | am to have you on our cregtive team, Nate.”
“I can't tell you how happy | am to be here,” said Page honestly.

Dd Grado chuckled and dapped Page on the back. “Y ou're in the big leagues now, Nate. Y ou'll get
used to the ground rules.”

“I'll try my best, Mr. del Grado,” replied Page, surprised, as aways, at how easly he donned his mantle
of subservience. “And alow meto say that | don't think you'll have any trouble at al with the industry's
ground rules”

“I don't think so, either,” agreed dd Grado. “When | pay for the playing field, | make the ground rules.”
Then they were back at the foyer, and del Grado signaed to Murray Carnegie.

“I'vejust been having avery pleasant discussion with our star writer, Murray,” he said when the agent
fought hisway through the crowd to join them, “and | fed confident that well be able to work together.”

“I hope s0,” said Carnegie nervoudly.

“I'm surewewill,” continued del Grado. “He understands his place in the organization now, and I'm sure
well get dong famoudy.”

“I'mvery glad to hear it, Bull,” said Carnegie.
“Take good care of him, Murray,” said del Grado. “| expect great things of him.”

He wandered off to mingle with his guests, and Carnegie turned to Page. “What wasthat al about?’ he
asked.

“Searchme,” said Pagewith ashrug. “1 think he wants you to make sure| don't visit the bar again.”
“Hetalked to you about your drinking?’

“Hetaked to me about my place in the organization.”

“And?

“Aslong as| ask hispermisson every timel fed likeinhaing or exhding, I'm surewell get dong just
fine”

Carnegie stared at him for amoment. “ Do you want me to get you some coffee?’

“I don't know why everyone thinks I'm drunk,” complained Pageirritably. “1 only have apleasant little
buzz on, nothing more. It must be my irrepressible charm.”

“Will you promise not to have another drink, at least until del Grado leaves?’ persisted Carnegie
anxioudy.

“Yeah,” said Page with asigh. “Go off and make contacts, Murray. I'm through drinking for tonight.”
He frowned. “Héll, the sonofabitch undid it al with hislittle talk, anyway. I'm stone cold sober.”
“Stay that way,” Carnegie admonished him, then went off to baby-st his other clients.

Page looked around the foyer, saw an empty couch, and made hisway over toit. He had just seated



himsdf when atdll, lean, angular black man approached him.

“Mindif I joinyou?’ he asked.

“It'safreeship,” said Pagewith ashrug. “ At lead, it is nowadays.”

“It'sabout timewe met,” said the black man, extending his hand. “I'm Kipchoge Kamaa.”
Page smiled and took hishand. “ So you're the musician.”

“The composer,” Kamala corrected him with asmile. “Actualy,” he added confidentidly, “1 have a
fedling that I'm about the seventh choice. | hope that doesn't bother you.”

“Why shouldit?” said Page. “| wasn't their first choice either.” He paused. “How did you finaly land the
job, if it'snot being too persond?’

“Not at dl,” replied Kamda. “My agent tied meto Lubinski.”
“Thedirector?’ asked Page.

Kamala nodded.

“God bless agents,” said Page. “I got in on Vincenzo's codttails.”

“It'sajungle, isn'tit?” chuckled Kamaa. “ Somehow, | don't think this waswhat my parents had in mind
when they paid for six years a the Alphard Conservatory of Music.”

“Well, | suppose aslong aswe're both here and both reasonably sober, we ought to talk alittle
business,” said Page. “How do you want to work on the songs?’

Kamaashrugged. “Any way that's convenient for you. If you want the music firgt, that'sfine by me. If
you want to give methelyricsfirg, I'll set ‘emto music.”

“You're very adaptable,” remarked Page.

“It'snobigded,” said Kamaa. “They're going to fuck it up no matter how wedo it.”

“True,” agreed Page.

“I mean,” continued Kamaa, * can you think of anything sillier than achorusline of highstepping whores?’

“Maybe I'll just leave space for athirty minute ballet smack-dab in the middle and let you swest it out,”
grinned Page.

“Hey!” laughed Kamda. “I thought we were going to be friendd”
“Well work it out,” said Page. “Have they got you staying aboard the ship, too?’

Kamaashook hishead. “They suggested it, but | convinced them that | didn't haveto. After dl,you're
the guy who'sdoing the story. All I'vegot todois set it to music.”

“| takeit you didn't plead your caseto Bull del Grado,” said Page.
“Thankfully, no. | hear therésnot alot of giveto the man.”

“An understatement,” said Page earnestly.



“Wdll, | suppose that'swhyhe's hiringus instead of the other way around.” Kamala paused.
“When do you suppose you can get a plot outline and some lyricsto me, Nate?’
Page shrugged. “Del Grado gave me aweek on the outline. | don't know about the lyrics.”

“We ought to haveone song for them, just to prove we're working our proletarian little tails off,” said
Kamaa

“Seeif you can come up with something.”

“I'll dowhat | can.”

“Check the ship's compuiter if you can't think of anything else,” suggested the composer.
“It writeslyrics?’

“No, of coursenot,” chuckled Kamala. “But it's got a pretty big library, and considering whet the
clientdle waslike when thisjoint was agoing concern, it might have something we can use. Someone must
have tried amusical about awhorehouse sometime in the past; it'stoo awful an ideato have just been
cregted for thefirst time.”

“I'll make anoteof it,” promised Page.

Kamaagot to hisfeet “In the meantime, I'll get to work on an overture, and check inwith you in about a
week.”

“Sounds good,” said Page.

“And now, thisbeing a pleasure pdace and dl, | think I'll mingle around and seeif | can'tfind a
companion for the evening,” added Kamaawith agrin.

“Good hunting,” said Page. Then he, too, got to hisfeet and decided to do alittle circulating. Angel
Midnight saw him and looked right through him again, he had no desire to speak with del Grado or
Carnegie, and he had never much liked Vincenzo, though he was more than willing to use hisleverageto
obtain contracts, and finally he drifted over toward one of the linen-covered tables that were covered
withhors d'oeuvres .

“Try the caviar,” suggested one of the journdists, who was munching on a cracker.
“Good?’

“Imported from Earth itsdlf.”

“Thanks” said Page, helping himself to some.

“Y our bosslays out an impressive spread,” remarked the journaist.

“My bosshas got alot of money,” replied Page.

“That he does,” agreed the journdi<t. “By the way, we haven't met. My name's Miko.”
“Miko what?’

“Just Miko. People seem to remember it better that way.”



“Nate Page, scriptwriter extraordinaire,” said Page, extending his free hand.

“I know,” said the journdigt, taking hishand. “1 heard you when del Grado introduced you.”
Page didn't know what to say, so he settled for stuffing his mouth with caviar.

“Areyou redly going to do research up here?’ asked Miko.

“Isthere anything else to do up here?’ replied Page.

“What | meant was, this place hasn't exactly got ahappy history.”

“I don't know athing about it, except that Vainmill closed it down about a quarter of a century ago.”
“They closed it down when aterrorist threatened to set abomb off onit,” said Miko.
“Redlly?’

Miko nodded. “ And there have been a couple of murders up here, too.”

“Good,” sad Page. “We ought to have alittle something between dl the singing and dancing.”

“Y ou know, | keep asking del Grado and Lubinski and their assistants about the production,” added
Miko, “and every answer begins with adiscussion of art and ends with adiscussion of profit.”

“Wadll, they're not philanthropists.”

“They're not artidts, either.”

“That'snot their job.”

Miko smiled. “ Somehow | never thought of Angel Midnight asan artist.”

“Y ou can't picture her with aheart of gold?’ asked Page, returning his amile.

Thejournaist looked across the room at her. “ Seemsto me she's got room for three or four heartsin
there,” he commented.

“And acouple of extralungs,” agreed Page.

“Would | beout of lineif | suggested that you don't seem to betaking al thisvery serioudy?’
“Youd beout of lineif you printed it.”

“Y ou seem more concerned with your image than with your work,” noted Miko.
“Yourealittle new to thisbusiness, aren't you?’

“Towriting, no. To press parties and puff pieces, yes.” He smiled self-deprecatingly. “I'm fromEmpire .”
“Never heard of it.”

“We're abiweekly financia newstape. I've spent the last couple of months gathering materia for an
in-depth piece on del Grado.”

“Then you ought to be used to being manipulated.”



“Touché,” said Miko. “Buit that till doesn't answer my question.”
“Are we off therecord?’ asked Page.
“If youwigh.”

“| do,” said Page. “Now let metdl you exactly what's going to happen.” He paused. “I'll givethem a
good, journeyman script. Angel will want more lines, Vincenzo will want acomplete rewrite unless| have
him hold off thirty killers single-handed, L ubinski will decide he wantsto do the whole thing underwater,
and del Grado will probably have mewritein partsfor two of his mistresses. And when twenty or
twenty-five of usst down to go over thefind draft, your humble undersigned will be the only one without
script approval.” Page sighed and |ooked around the room. “Y ou know, there probablyare a couple of
good goriesto tell about thisjoint, but fivell get you ten that they never get told—and certainly notina
musical comedy.” Hetook another mouthful of caviar.

“That'stheway it worksin this business?’ asked Miko.

“Absolutely,” said Page. “ So you see, it doesn't really matter how good my script is, because you're
never going to seeit anyway. But my image—that's another matter altogether.”

“Y ou don't seem like an exceptiondly bitter man, given the circumstances,” remarked Miko.

“Why should | be?’ said Page. “I've got my seriouswork, and my scripts pay for it.”

“Y our seriouswork doesn't pay for itself?’

Page smiled. “Have you seen my name on the best-sdller lig?’

“No. Doesit belong there?’

“That's amatter of some debate,” replied Page.

“What kind of stuff do you write when you're not doing musicals about whorehouses?’ asked Miko.
“Fiction, essays, poetry—whatever gppedsto me.”

“I'll haveto look someof it up.”

“Good luck finding it,” said Page.

“Wadl,” said Miko, “it's been nice talking to you, but | need someon -the-record interviews, so | think I'd
better get back to work. Good luck with your script.”

“Thanks,” said Page, as Miko walked off in search of some quotable remarks.
Page looked around, didn't see anyone he knew or cared to speak with, and returned to his couch.

He spent the next few hours watching deal's being made and hyperbole being dispensed with equal
facility, and decided that if del Grado really wanted to do a show about prostitution he could do alot
worse than assigning Page to write a script about the press party.

Then, in twos and threes and sixes, the actors and executives and journalists began returning to their ships
and shuttlecraft as the party began winding down, and Carnegie, after seeing Vincenzo off, approached

Page.



“Isthere anything you'll be needing up here, Nate?’ he asked.

“Nothing del Grado will let me have,” replied Page dryly.

“When does your assistant arrive?’

“Assigtant?’ repeated Page. “1 don't have an assstant.”

“You do now,” said Carnegie. “Dd Grado told me that he's hired aresearch assistant for you.”

“You mean aspy,” replied Page. “For Christ's sake, Murray, what the hell do | need aresearch assstant
for?1'll take haf aday tolearn my way around the ship, and then I'll sit down and write.”

“Wall, likeit or not, you've got one,” answered Carnegie. “| gather she's due to show up tomorrow
afternoon.”

“Wonderful,” muttered Page.

“Also, | gather the choreographer is going to pay you avisit tomorrow.”
“What the hdll for?’

Carnegie shrugged. “To scout out locations for the dances, | suppose.”

“I hope that sooner or later everyone leaves me aone long enough to turn out this masterpiece,”
complained Page.

“Other than tomorrow, | think you'll be left pretty much alone,” Carnegie assured him.

“Except for my assgtant.”

“Except for your assstant,” agreed Carnegie.

He straightened up. “Wdll, I've got to be going. I'll keep in touch.”

“Why should you be different from everyone e se on this damned production?” muttered Page.
Carnegie began walking away, then stopped and turned.

“Oh, Nate...” he began.

“Yeah?

“Dd Grado asked meto tell you to shut down all the nonessentia systems after everyone has gone.”

“What does he think | am—the goddamned janitor?’ demanded Page. “ The ship's main computer can
take care of it.”

“I know,” said Carnegie. “But he wantsyou to tell the computer to take care of it.”

“| suppose he wants me to wash the dishes and mop the floors, too?’ said Page disgustedly.
Carnegielaughed. “ That's what 1've aways liked about you, Nate—that wonderful sense of humor.”
“I thought it was your ten percent.”

Carnegie amost managed a hurt expression.



“Nate, you do me an enormous injustice when you talk like that.”
Page amiled.

“What's so funny?’ demanded Carnegie.

“I think I've just come up with theidea character for the madam.”
“What's that supposed to mean?’

“Y ou're both flesh peddlers, aren't you?’ asked Page.

“| resent that!”

“Aslong asyou don't deny it.”

Carnegie glared at Page, then turned on hished and | eft.

Page watched him walk away and decided that maybe, if he could just remember some of the evening's
conversations, he might very well have come up with haf his characters dready.

Chapter 2
“Wake up, Mr. Page.”

Page muttered an obscenity and pulled apillow over his head.
“Mr. Page, it's 1300 hours.”

“There are only twenty-four in aday. Go away.”

“Wake up, Mr. Page.”

Page cursed and sat up on the bed, blinking his eyes and looking blearily around the room. Where the
hell areyou?’ he demanded.

“| am the ship'smain computer,” replied the voice. “Y ou told me to wake you at 1300 hours.”
“| did? When?’
“Right after you opened your luggage, Mr. Page.”

“Cdl meNate,” said Page. Histhroat was dry, he had an incredibly stale taste in his mouth, and he could
fed each of hisforty-two yearsin every joint of hisbody. He got painfully to hisfeet, walked gingerly to
his suitcase (which was lying on the floor with his clothes of the previous evening strewn about it), opened
it, pulled out six bottles of whiskey, set five of them in aneat row atop a dresser, and opened the sixth.
Hetook a swallow and winced at the taste, then carefully capped the bottle and placed it next to the
others. “ Y ou're alucky sonofabitch, computer.”

“Inwhat way, Nate?’

“Y ou don't have abody to abuse.” He looked around the enormous but sparsely and indegantly
furnished bedroom. “Whereis your voice coming from?’

“I have 12,078 outlets throughout the ship,” replied the computer. “Y ou'll be ableto hear mein
octophonic sound no matter where you are.”



“How comforting,” commented Page dryly. He began walking around the room, wincing until the aching
in hislower back subsided. “ One of these days| redly ought to get back on my diet,” he muttered. He
looked at a point wherethewall joined the ceiling in acorner of the room, which he arbitrarily decided
was where the computer lived. “Y ou should have seen me at 175 pounds. | was redlly something.”

“According to your personnd file, you haven't weighed 175 pounds since you were seventeen yearsold.”
“All right, 180. Big ded.”

“Thelightest you have been since attaining your mgjority is 183,” replied the computer. “ That was
fourteen yearsago.”

"All right!” snapped Page. “I don't know why the hdll I'm trying to impress a piece of machinery,
anywey.”

He surveyed his surroundings. “It'sanice room,” he said, changing the subject. “Who used it?’
“Thisisthe bedroom of the madam's gpartment.”

“Which madam?’

“All of them.”

“Wall, that's absolutely fascinating, computer,” said Page, losing interest, “but if it'sal the sameto you,
I'm going to go back to deep for another couple of hours.”

“Katerina Ruboff iswaiting for you in thefoyer.”
“Who the hell is Katerina Ruboff?’ demanded Page.
“The choreographer forErosin Orbit .”

“What does she want?”’

“She has requested atour of theComet .

“Yougive her thetour,” said Page, getting back into bed. “Y ou know your way around better than | do
ayway.”

“Mr. dd Grado wants you to meet with her.”

“How do you know?’

“He programmed that information into melast night.”

“Tel himto go fuck himsdlf.”

“My programming will not dlow that. He owns me.”

“Wadl, hesonly renting me,” said Page, pulling the covers up over hisheed. “I'll seeyou at dinnertime.”
Suddenly an ear-piercing whistle shattered the silence of the room.

“What the hell wasthat?’ demanded Page, Sitting up suddenly.

“I gpologize for startling you, Nate,” said the computer, “but | am compelled to wake you up and urge



you to keep your gppointment with Katerina Ruboff.”

“Thanksalot, Fido,” muttered Page, getting up and starting to pull his clothes on.
“Actudly, my nameis Cupid,” said the compuiter.

“You'rekidding!” chuckled Page.

“It was given to me seventy years ago by an employee of the Vainmill Syndicate, and it has been my
name ever snce.”

“And you don't mind it?’

“I amincapable of emotion,” replied Cupid. “But | do find acertain mathematica satisfactionin
possessing anamethat isuniqueto mysdf.”

“Y ou sound pretty damned capable to me,” said Page, looking around. “Where the hell's the bathroom?’
Suddenly a door opened.

“Will you be requiring abath or ashower?’ asked Cupid.

“Just ashave,” replied Page.

“What temperature would you like the water?’

“Hot.”

“That isavery inexact specification. | can adjust the temperature to the nearest tenth of adegreein
Cdsus, Fahrenhat, or Kdvin.”

“Just hot,” said Page, entering the bathroom. “Now turn it on.”
“Are you sure you want to shave with ablade?’ asked Cupid as hot water poured forth from the tap.
“Why not?’

“Of the 18,432,346 shaves that have been performed on my premises, only 283 were done with arazor
blade”

“I'm old-fashioned.”
“It isthe single most dangerous way to remove hair from your face.”
“Just shut up and leave me alone,” growled Page, staring &t his bloodshot blue eyesin the mirror.

Cupid fdl slent immediately, and Page finished washing and shaving, then walked back into the
bedroom.

It was actualy atwo-room suite. The main room, in which he had spent the night, held amismatched bed
and dresser; the smaler room, which had obvioudy been a sitting room when theComet wasin
operation, was completely empty except for an artificia marble fireplace in which aredistic but hestless
fireblazed away.

“Nicesuite,” said Page.



“I can produce a holographic representation of the furniture it used to possess,” offered Cupid.

“Don't bother,” replied Page. “1'd probably forget and try to sit on some of it.” He paused. “Besides, |
likeit thisway. It reminds me of my career.”

“I don't understand.”
“Sterile, empty, and plundered by everyone,” said Page.

He left the suite, walked down ashort corridor past asmall kitchen, and entered what was once the
office or living area, he couldn't quite decide which.

It was another two-room suite, which was either an outer and inner office, or aliving and dining room.

The smaler room wastotaly empty, while the larger room possessed another fireplace and a physica
extension of the computer in theform of achrome table that had been wired through the floor. He
assumed that there had once been a carpet covering the connection.

Therewas aso arather plain-looking chair, comfortable but inexpensive, which he was sure couldn't
have been part of the original decor, and the piping for awet bar now led to awater cooler. Beyond that,
this room had been scavenged as thoroughly asthe others.

“Sincethisisthe only room with achair, | assumethisis where I'm expected to work,” remarked Page.

“That iscorrect,” answered Cupid. “Though of courseif it is unacceptable to you, you can work
wherever you wish. | haveterminasin every suite, aswell asin every room in the Home.”

“No, thisll befine,” replied Page. He paused. “Kip Kamala says that you might have some musicas
about whores and whorehouses in your library banks. Why don't you seeif you can pull them up by
tonight?’

“I can do soimmediately,” responded Cupid.

“But | can't sudy them immediately,” said Pageirritably. “Y ou woke me up to meet the choreographer,
remember?’

“I amincgpable of forgetting.”

“Too bad. Now you'll never have areason to drink.” He paused. “Okay—how do | get to the foyer?’
The tabletop cameto life with athree dimensiond diagram of theComet 's main deck.

“Forget that shit,” said Page. “Just tell me how to get there.”

“Go to the door at the far end of the office, step out into the hall, turn left, then—"

“That'senough,” said Page. “Tell metherest asl go dong.”

“Yes, Nate.”

Page | eft the office and began walking toward the foyer, passing numerous empty restaurants and bars.
“Hey, Cupid?’

-



“What'sthat huge empty room off to the left”
“Thecasno.”
“What happened to adl the gaming tables?’

“They were cannibaized and used in other facets of the Vainmill Syndicate's Entertainment and Leisure
Divison, or ese auctioned off,” answered Cupid. “Most of theComet 's other furnishingswere amilarly
dispersed.”

“Doesthat include dl the gourmet kitchen equipment?’

“Yes, Nate. It was transferred to the Syndicate'sfleet of spacdiners.”

“Then how the hell am | supposed to eat?”’

“Thekitchen in your gpartment is till functiona, and astock of food has been laid into the storage units.”
“| can't cook.”

“lcan.”

“Y ou might be ahandy guy to have around after dl,” mused Page.

“I have just received a communication from Deluros VI11,” announced Cupid suddenly.
“Tell that bastard | haven't hadtime to get drunk yet,” said Page.

“It concerns your research assigtant. She will arrive in approximately two hours.”

“I can't tell you how thrilled | am to hear that,” said Page. “How much farther to Sdomé?”’
“Whois Sdomé?’

“Katerina Ruboff.”

“About two hundred yards,” answered the compuiter.

Page nodded, followed Cupid's directions, bore to the left when he cameto afork in the corridor, and a
few minuteslater entered the huge reception foyer, where avery short, very dender middle-aged woman
waswaiting for him.

“Mr. Page?’ shesaid.

“Right”

“I'm Katerina Ruboff. I'm here to examine theVelvet Comet .
“So I've been told.”

“Oncel get thefed of the shape and texture of the rooms, I'll be better able to create the proper
dances,” she continued.

“Sounds good to me,” said Page. “But you're not going to find much texture. All the rooms have been
gutted except for thisone.”



“So much the better,” she replied. “Then weéll be able to furnish them any way we choose.”

“Wadl,” said Page, pulling out a pack of Altarian cigarettes and lighting one, “what would you liketo see
firg?”

“Thefantasy roomsthat I've read so much about,” answered Katerina. “ And please don't smokein my
presence.”

Page took the cigarette out of his mouth, looked from it to the choreographer and back to it again, then
shrugged and tossed it into asmall trash atomizer.

“Cupid?’ hecaled out.

“My nameisKaterina”

“I know. I'm speaking to the ship's computer.”
“Yes, Nate?’ said Cupid.

“How do we get to the fantasy roomsfrom here?’

“Therés an elevator down the corridor just past the registration desk,” replied Cupid. “ The fantasy
rooms are on the top two levels.”

“How many levels are there, anyway?’ Page asked as he and Katerina began walking.

“Therearesix at thisend,” answered Cupid. “ The bottom three contain the suites, the main level houses
the restaurants, bars, casino, registration area, and the madam's gpartment, and the top two levelsinclude
the fantasy rooms, the gymnasium, and the hydroponics gardens.”

“What do you mean, at thisend?’ asked Page as they reached the elevator.

“This spherica section of theVelvet Comet was known, at various times, as the House and the Resort.
At thefar end of the Mdll isa spherica section of equa proportions which was known asthe Home. It
has eight levels, and contains the crew's quarters, Security headquarters, an infirmary, alarge dining area,
alessamhitious gymnasium, and dl of theComet ‘s adminidrative offices”

The elevator's doors opened, and Page and Katerina stepped out into a corridor.

“What happened to the celling?’ asked Page, looking up. “It looks like the whole damned thing was
removed.”

“A number of pornographic paintings and frescos were once displayed onit,” answered Cupid. “They
were dl bought by an art gdlery in the Quindlus Cluster.”

“It must have cost them abundle”

“It did. The artist who created the frescos was later commissioned to design the cellings of dl the
governmenta buildingson Lodin XI.”

“I'll bet hedidn't enjoy himsdf asmuch,” commented Page dryly. He paused. “Which way now?’
“Which fantasy room do you wish to see?’

“Any of ‘em.”



“Turnto your right, walk down the corridor to thefirst door, and openit.”

They did so, and found themsalvesin ardatively smal room. The floor was covered with sand, and a
huge structure, resembling nothing more than an outsized oyster shell, lay on the floor off to theleft. The
room was only fifteen feet degp and no more than ten feet high, and both the walls and ceilings had been
painted adull gray.

“Thisisit?’” demanded Katerina. “ Thisis one of the fabul ous fantasy roomsthat cost a hundred thousand
creditsanight?’

“That is correct,” replied Cupid. “ This room was known as the Ocean Bower. The holographic
projectorsthat created the illusion have since been sold, but | have the capacity to approximate the effect
they created, though not asredigticaly. Would you like meto do so?’

“Pleass” shesad.

“Let mefirst request that you and Nate stand or recline on the shell,” said Cupid. “Otherwise you might
become somewhat disoriented.”

She looked dubious, but did as the computer suggested, and Page followed her.
“All right,” she announced when she was readly.

And suddenly the room cameto life—except that it wasn't aroom anymore. A transparent dome
covered the shell, and beyond it was an entire ocean of crystal-clear water. Schools of fish swirled by in
hypnotic patterns, herded by mermaids whose hair trailed behind them. Here was Neptune, trident in
hand, riding ajeweled sea horse, there were the glittering phosphorescent ocean-dwellers of Gamma
Leporis VI, and off in the distance was an ancient submarine bearing the name Nautilus.

“It'slovely!” exclamed Katerina

“These are very smpligtic holographic representations,” explained Cupid. “ Some of the colorationis
wrong, the movement of the smaller school of fishistoo jerky, the perspective on the submarineis
incorrect, and | am incapable of even gpproximating the degree of detail that was produced by the
projectors. Also, many of the effects were generated through arandom program selection which gave an
impression of spontaneity, whereas| am creating what you see by referring to my memory banks.”

“Areyou telling meyou can't randomize?’ asked Page skepticaly.

“Yes, | can—but the projectors were dedicated machines, and | am not. Were | to randomly generate
images, the fish might be the wrong color and the submarine might be upside down.”

“Aredl theroomsthissmal?’ asked Katering, trying to visudize her dances.

“Some of them are quitelarge,” replied Cupid. “The Tropica Idand, the Roman Temple, the Hunting
L odge, and three others. But most of them are at least thissmall. Y ou must remember that their prime
purpose was to create aromantic and exotic atmosphere. The actua activity that occurred in most of
them was usudly confined to abed.”

“What about the Null-G room?’ asked Katerina.
The holographic images vanished, and the door did into thewall.

“Pleaseturn to your right, and it will be the third door on your |eft.”



They began walking down the corridor, and found the door open when they cameto it. They stepped
ingde and found themselvesin atadl, narrow chamber.

“Not very impressive,” commented Page. “ Cupid, give usyour light show.”
“Thereigntany.”

“Y ou mean thisisit—the whole thing?’

“Thet iscorrect.”

“Surdly there must be some lighting effect,something ,” urged Katerina.

“I am afraid not,” replied Cupid. “It would have been distracting.”

“Wasn't that the purpose of these rooms?’ she persisted. “To distract the patrons from their everyday
worldsand lives?”

“Yes” sad Cupid. “But thisroom was difficult enough to maneuver through without distractions. Would
you like ademongration?’

“Pleae”
“Not for me, thanks,” said Page quickly, stepping back into the corridor.

There was a soft humming, and suddenly Katerina began floating, head over hedls, to the top of the
room, some thirty feet high. Shetried to adjust her position, and succeeded in doing nothing more than
bouncing off awall, which shot her straight into the opposite one.

“Enough!” she shouted.
The humming subsided, and she descended dowly and gently to thefloor.
“That was painful!”

“Imagine how much more difficult it would have been had you been attempting to copulate with a
partner,” said Cupid. “ The last thing you would have needed would have been afurther distraction.”

“| seeyour point,” she said, frowning. “Well, let me see the rest of them. Well start with the bigger ones
and work our way down.”

Page spent the next ninety minutes following Katerina from one fantasy room to another, while she
studied them, made profuse notes and drawings on a pocket computer, and occasionally even danced
acrossthefloors. Findly she informed Cupid that she was ready to seetherest of the ship, and they
descended to themain leve.

“Well definitely do amgjor production number in the Mall,” she announced as she stood in the foyer,
looking out to the two-mile-long strip, “and | suspect well make some use of the casino aswell.” She
paused. “Were there any nightclubs?’

“Three,” answered Cupid, directing her to each in turn.

Then it wastimefor her to see the crew's quarters, and Cupid apol ogetically explained that the tramway
that had whisked the progtitutes back and forth between the two ends of the ship was no longer
operative, and that she would either have to walk or ride in the same vehicle that had met Page the



previous night.

“I'll walk,” she said after some consideration. “| want to get thefed of the Mall, anyway.”
“Count me out,” said Page.

“| told you | wanted you to accompany me,” said Katerina.

“I've got my research assstant coming aboard any minute,” hereplied. “Y ou go ahead and look at the
Home, and let me know if you want to stage any numbersthere.”

“ But _»

“That isquitetrue,” confirmed Cupid. “ The shuttlecraft bearing the Nate's research assistant will be
docking in saven minutes.”

She seemed about to complain again, then shrugged and walked out into the Mall.

“Wall, that takes care of her for the next hour or s0,” said Page with asigh of relief. “Havel got time for
aquick drink before the spy arrives?’

“Y ou are not supposed to drink, Nate,” said Cupid.

“I didn't ask you if | was supposed to,” retorted Pageirritably. “I asked if | had time.”

“No.”

“Why do | think you're lying to me?’

“I amincapable of lying, Nate.”

“Evenif you thought it wasfor my own good?’ he asked suspicioudy.

“BEven0.”

Page sighed again, and sat down on a sumptuous tufted couch. “Who elseis due up here today?’
“Other than your research assistant, no one.”

“And tomorrow?’

“No one. Your next vistors are the set designer, who isdueto arrive in Six days, and the director,
assstant director, and lighting director, who are duein nine days.”

“Fine” said Page. “ Then tomorrow afternoon I'll start outlining this masterpiece.” He looked down the
Mall and watched Katerinawalk past the rows of shops and boutiques. “ She'swasting her time,” he said
at lasgt. “They didn't buy theComet o that she could stage a production number in the crew's mess hall.”
He grimaced. “ And asfor teaching Angel and Vincenzo to dance...” He shook hishead. “1 sure as hell
don't envy her.” He chuckled. “In fact, | don't envy anyone who has to teach VVincenzo how to walk and
chew gum at the same time—and Angel doesn't exactly strike me asamenta giant, ether. Infact, to hel
with the dancing; how is she ever going to convince an audience that she'sin charge of abillion-credit
businesswith that vacant stare of hers?’ Helit acigarette. “Maybe I'm going about thisal wrong,” he
continued. “Therésno law that says shehas to play amadam. Maybe she can just be one of the girls.
Besides, she'stoo young for one of theComet 's madams, wouldn't you say?’



“Three of them were under thirty years of age,” replied Cupid.

“Yeah?" said Page, surprised.

“That iscorrect.” Cupid fdl silent for amoment. “Y our assstant has arrived.”
“Y ou'd better direct her thisway, or she may wind up going to the Home.”

“I shdl,” said Cupid. “This does not, however, mean that we cannot continue our conversation if you
wish to. | am capable of addressing and conversing with more than four hundred people a once.”

“Doexnt it get confusng?’
13 I na/a _”

“— get confused,” interrupted Page. “1 know.” He paused. “ Just talk to her for awhile. | liketo think |
have your undivided atention when you'retaking to me.”

“That would beimpossible, Nate,” replied Cupid. “I must adjust and monitor the life-support systems,
and gabilize theroll of theComet to provide an acceptable gravity, and —"

“Forget it,” said Page. “ Just leave me adone until she reachesthe reception foyer.”
“Asyouwish.”

Pagefinished his cigarette, lit another, and tried very hard not to think of the six bottles of liquor he had
brought onto theComet in hisluggage. He began pacing restlesdy around the foyer, examining the
escalator that led down to the tramway level, staring at the wall that once had housed enormous banks of
screens which projected news, business and sports data from a thousand worlds, trying to imagine the
fedling of excitement in the foyer thirty or fifty or eighty years ago, when it had seen the comingsand
goings of the richest and most powerful men and women in the gdaxy.

Then he began conddering the foyer in professiona terms. If you were a patron, you couldn't get into the
Resort without passing through it—so sooner or later dl of his characters would have to make an
appearance here.

He continued walking around, analyzing his surroundings and hisliterary problems. A romantic thief, or
perhaps a crazed killer? No, they'd have spotted him at the airlock—and even if they dipped up, which
he doubted, the foyer would be crawling with security personnd. A love song? Not in front of two
hundred strangers. Suddenly he grinned. What if there were only 190 strangers? How about a musical
number in which anumber of firg-time customers displayed their anxieties, not about the fun to come, but
about being seen at awhorehouse by their peers, who were smultaneoudy fedling the same anxieties?

The more he thought about it, the more he liked it. It would set alight tone and provide alittle sympathy
for good old Franco, who certainly needed al the sympathy he could get if he was going to haveto sing
and dance hisway through this extravaganzawithout being alowed to lop off asingle head in that fabled
Vincenzo syle.

Suddenly Page frowned. Did the patrons worry about who might see them, or was theComet so famous
that they were worried aboutnot being spotted?

He decided that the fear of being ignored might play even better, but hed have to check the factsand
find out whether appearing aboard theComet branded one asasocia lion or a pariah.



Wi, he thought asthe vehicle pulled up and adim, redheaded young woman got out, he had an assistant
to hunt up just that kind of detail. He put her age at thirty, possibly alittle more. Her business suit was
exquisitely tailored, her hair immaculately styled, her makeup applied with a precise and delicate touch.

A brief frown creased Page's forehead; she looked too nesat to be awriter, and too expensive to be a
researcher.

In fact, shelooked just about the way he thought one of del Grado's spieswould |ook.
“Mr. Page?’

“Nate,” he corrected her.

“I'm MonicaHerado,” she said.

“Pleased to meet you,” said Page.

“Thisisalittle awkward for me, Mr. Page,” continued Monica. “I redlize that you didn't request me,
but...”

“No problem, aslong asyou stop calling me Migter,” said Page eadily. “If del Grado hadn't assigned an
assistant to me, 1'd probably have hired one mysdlf.” He paused. “I don't know where you're going to
deep, though. | seem to have the only functioning bedroom.”

“They shipped some furniture up with me,” shereplied. “ The shuttle crew will be moving it into one of the
uites”

“I hope you get amore comfortable bed than they gave me,” he said sincerdly.
“I'll et you know in themorning,” she said. “Now, Mr. Page—"

“Nate.”

“Nate,” she amended. “What would you like me to do?’

“Serioudy?’

“Of course”

“I'd like you to get in touch with your boss and tell him that I'm stone cold sober and | haven't wrecked
his ship. And then I'd like you to leave me done so | can get somework done.”

“| washired to help you,” she said firmly.

He shook his head. “Y ou were hired to spy on me.” She opened her mouth to protest, and he held up a
hand. “How many Rounds have you worked on?’

“Rounds?’

Hesmiled. “| thought s0.”

“What's a Round?’

“It'satrade name for a 360-degree multimedia hol ographic production.”

She gtared at him for along moment, then sighed.



“All right—I'm supposed to keep tabs on your drinking and your progress on the script, and report back
to del Grado.”

“l know.”

“But I'm dso aresearcher, and | redlywas hired to help you aswell as keep an eyeonyou.” She
paused. “If you get rid of me, you'l just wind up with someone ese who's probably not as good at
diggingup factsas| am.”

It was histurn to stare a her. “You've got apoint,” hesaid at last. “ Okay—we're in business. At least
you're an honest spy.”

She amiled. “Now, what can | do to help you?’

“I must admit | haven't given it that much thought yet,” replied Page. “1 suppose wed better start with the
basics—and the most basic fact of dl isthat this show has got to have a happy ending. Between the cost
of the production and the cost of theComet itsdlf, del Grado standsto lose abundle of money if we can't
get half theinitial audience to come back three or four times—and people are more likely to returnto a

happy show than atragedy.”
“Sengble” she commented. “Wheredol comein?’

“I can create the Sory line without any help, but there are hundreds of prostitutes till aive who worked
aboard theComet . | want you to get alist of them from Cupid —”

“Cupid?’ sheinterrupted.

“The ship's computer. Anyway, | want you to track down some of the survivors and get their impressions
of working here. Wasit as glamorous asit sounds? Did they marry their billionaire clients? Wasit a
springboard to show business?’ He paused. “1 don't even know whose story I'll betelling. It would be
niceto find out.”

“I'll get right to work on it this afternoon,” promised Monica

Page stood up and began pacing back and forth. “I'll want you to check out a couple of other things as
well. TheComet was moved here from Charlemagne after it had been in business abouit fifteen years.
How much added tax revenue did that represent to Deluros V1117? How long did it take to moveit, and
how much did it cost the Vainmill Syndicate?’

Monicawithdrew a pocket computer. “L et me start entering some of this.”
“No need to,” said Page. “ Cupid, are you getting dl this?’
“Yes, Nate”

“When we're through, | want you to feed our entire conversation into thislovely lady's computer, deleting
only any obscenities | might use when describing my superiors.”

“Yes, Nate,” said Cupid. “Monica, what type of computer do you possess?’
She read off the manufacturer and seria number.

“| have made the necessary adjustments,” announced Cupid. “Y ou can tie into my memory banks by
inserting your computer into the expanson dot marked X-3 on any of my terminals.”



“That may not be necessary after al,” said Monica “Do | have free accessto you?’
“YS”

She put her pocket computer away. “ Then | won't be needing this after al.” She turned to Page. “What
ds=?

“I'm told there were a couple of murders committed aboard theComet , one beforeit was moved here
and one since. I'm sure Cupid can tell me exactly what happened, but | want you to go through the
newstgpe files on Deluros and Charlemagne and hunt up the officid stories.” He paused. “Also, the
Comet wasfindly closed down by some religious nut, or so the story goes. Get me whatever datayou
canonit, and I'll match it up againgt Cupid's.”

“If you want a happy ending, why bother?’ asked Monica

“Becauseit'sagood ideafor the author to know more about theVel vet Comet than the audience
knows,” replied Page patiently. “Besides, I've got a century-long history to draw on. | don't know when
the most colorful characters were working or spending their money up here, so the more facts| can get
my hands on, the better. Maybe this preacher went nuts because his wife was a patron or his daughter
was sling hersdf up here”

“All right,” said Monica, nodding. “1 can accept that.”

“Thanksfor small favors,” said Page. He lowered his head in thought for amoment. “Findly, | want you
to check and find out how socidly acceptable theComet wasin its heyday. Did the clientele preen inthe
spoatlight, or hope nobody would notice them? In fact, that's probably the first piece of information |
need.” He paused. “Wdll, | guessthat'sit, at least for the time being.”

“You'resure?’

He nodded. “ Except for telling del Grado that I've breathed on you and you've survived it.” He paused.
“Cupid?’

“Yes, Nate?’

“Do you know what suite Monicawill be moving into?’

“Suite 338, Nate.”

“It'sgot atermina and a holographic screen?’

“All of the suitesdo,” replied Cupid.

“Okay,” said Page. Heturned to Monica. “I guesswere in business. When does your bed arrive?’
“It'sthere dready, Nate,” said Cupid. “They've dso moved in her luggage.”

“| didn't see anyone passthrough here,” said Page.

“I thought you might not want to be disturbed,” replied the computer, “so | told them to bring it in through
theservicelevd.”

“I didn't even know there was aservice level,” commented Page.

“It'sbelow thetramway level, Nate,” said Cupid.



“Can she cook in the suite?’

“Y es. Suite 338 has the one remaining kitchen unit other than your own. That iswhy | selected it for her.”
“It won't do her much good without food,” noted Page.

“I brought atwo-week supply up on the shuttle with me,” said Monica.

“Too bad,” said Page. “| was about to invite you to my apartment for dinner.”

“Thanks, but not tonight,” saild Monica. “I'm anxiousto get to work.”

“Whatever you want,” said Page with ashrug.

“Before you start, you might want Cupid to give you the grand tour so that you get the feel of the place.”
“Let me unpack first, and then | will.”

“I'd show you around mysdlf,” he continued, “but I've got afinicky choreographer down at the other end
of theship.”

“What's she doing down there?’

“Seeing how the other hdf lived, when they weren't in bed with therich haf.” Hesghed. “1 figureitll take
me at least an hour to get rid of her.”

She amiled. “Wdll, you wanted to be a scriptwriter.”

“Not redly,” hereplied wryly. “I just wanted to be rich and famous.”
She went off to her suite, and he lit another cigarette.

“Wadl, what do you think?’ said Page.

“About what, Nate?’ asked Cupid.

“About her?’

“| don't understand your question.”

“Never mind.” He paused. “How's the prima balerina progressing?’
“Who?’

“Katerina Ruboff.”

“| thought you wanted to call her Sdomé.”

“It must beterrible to be cursed with aliterd mind,” said Page. “ Anyway, how soon should she be
through?’

“Since do not know her criteria, | cannot estimate how long she will be.”

“Wonderful,” muttered Page. Suddenly his expression brightened. “ Does she have avehicle?’
1] NO-”



“Then evenif sheleft right now, shed have to walk two milesto get back here?’

“Thet iscorrect.”

Page grinned. “No sense | etting the time go to waste,” he said, heading off toward his apartment.
“Nate?’ said Cupid, as Page passed by the row of deserted restaurants.

“Yeah?

“I am compelled to warn you that if you drink any acohoal, | will haveto report it to MonicaHerddo.”
“I just want one goddamned drink,” complained Page. “It'snot asif | planned to hang one on.”
“I will report the quantity accuratdly.”

“Bully for you,” said Page sullenly.

“Is something wrong, Nate? Y ou've stopped waking.”

“I'm not thirsty anymore.”

“Isthere anything | can do for you?’

“No,” said Page. Then, “Y eah. Send amessage to Murray Carnegie.”

“What would you like the message to say?’ asked Cupid.

“That if he ever gets me another contract with Bull del Grado, I'll wring hisfat little neck.” He paused.
“Andif del Grado's spy changes her mind about having dinner with me, tell her I'm busy.”

He turned around and strode back to the foyer, then stepped out into the Mall, walked over to the
vehicle, and sat downinit.

“Cupid, tell me how to drive this damned thing, and then direct me to Katerina Ruboff. | fed liketalking
to someone who just hates my writing and doesn't give adamn about my persond idiosyncrasies.”

When he arrived at the Home, the choreographer refused to et him enter until he put out his cigarette.

Chapter 3
The holographic dance froze in midstep.

“I am sorry to interrupt, but MonicaHerado is attempting to contact you.”

“Y ou might aswell put her through,” said Page, rubbing hiseyes. “I was getting alittletired of watching
this stuff anyway. Besides, she's got to pretend that she's aresearcher, and I've got to pretend that | need
one”

Aningtant later Monicasimage appeared above the tabletop.
“I've got some of theinformation you wanted, Mr. Page,” she said.
“Nate,” he corrected her. “ Are you sure you wouldn't rather tell mein person?’

She shook her head. “Why? Thisis much more convenient.”



“True,” admitted Page. “But it'saso less persona.”

“Y ou've started outlining the script, haven't you?’ she said. It was not a question.
“What makes you think s0?’

She amiled. “You've got sex onthe brain.”

“Not with del Grado's spy, | haven't,” hereplied with alaugh. “But | wouldn't mind some companionship.
Writing can be pretty londy work.”

“Not the wayyou go abouit it,” she replied, amused. “I know al about your marriages.”
“And about how much I've had to drink in the past six hours?’
She nodded. “ That, too.”

“All right,” he said, struggling to submerge the irritation that surged through him. “What have you got for
me?’

“Y ou wanted to know about socid reaction to theComet ...”
“Thet'sright.”

“Asnearly as| can determine, there was never amoment during its ninety-three years of existence when
it wasn't consderedthe placein the Republic for the rich and powerful to see and be seen.”

“Evenintheearly years, when it wasin orbit around Charlemagne?’ he asked.

“Eventhen,” shereplied.

“What about at the end, when this religious nut shut the place down?’

“TheVelvet Comet didn't close its doors because of religious or mora pressure,” answered Monica
“That's not theway | heard it,” said Page.

“ According to the records, theComet was playing host to seventeen different planetary heads of state on
the day it was decommissioned. What happened was that one Smon Gold, the son of Thomas Gold, a
minister who had been trying, without much success, to close up theComet , came up herewith a
powerful explosivein hisship, docked, and threatened to detonate it if Vainmill didn't agree to close up
shop.”

“Andthey gaveinjud likethat?”

She nodded. “They gavein to his demands, and he surrendered himsdlf to the authorities. It wasahuge
dory a thetime.”

“I was ateenager on the Outer Frontier at thetime,” he replied. “ And you were just cutting your baby
teeth.” He paused. “Didn't they ever consider reopening?’

“No,” shereplied. “Onceit was shown that theComet was vulnerable to that kind of blackmail, there
was no way they could have ever guaranteed their clientel€'s safety—and their clientele were the richest
and most powerful men and women in the Republic.”

“Whatever happened to Simon Gold?’ asked Page, curious.



“He was murdered in a prison brawl about eight years ago.”
“And hisfather—the guy who started dl this?’

She shrugged. “Naobody knows.”

“What did it take to gain entrance to the ship?’

“That depended on what they were herefor,” she answered. “ At any given time there were perhaps two
hundred day-trippers, people who had taken the shuttle up here strictly for shopping and perhaps a
gourmet dinner. They were limited to eight hours aboard the ship, and were never allowed to leave the
Mall. Theoreticaly anyone could be a day-tripper, though | suspect thet if you weren't amillionaireyou
were wasting your timetrying to get aday pass. There were the gamblers, never more than about two
percent of the clientele, who, like the day-trippers, came up only for alimited period of time. They were
alowed into the casino once they passed their credit check; Cupid tells me that the minimum bid a any of
the gaming tables was five thousand credits. And finally there were the regular patrons, who used—or at
least were free to use—all of theComet 'sfacilities”

“And what weretheir qudifications?’

“They made the gamblersiook like paupers,” shereplied.

“What was the maximum number of customerstheComet could handle at onetime?’ asked Page.
“Between five and six hundred.”

Hefrowned. “That doesn't sound right,” he said at last. “The Mall istwo mileslong, and the Resort alone
lookslikeit could hold four or five thousand before it started getting crowded.”

“Y ou asked mewhat it held, not what itcould hold,” said Monica. “ Any more than Six hundred patrons at
atimewould have tarnished itsair of exclusivity. Also, there was the matter of security—the people who
patronized theComet were prime targets for ns and kidnappers. Probably there were security
consderationsfor keeping the number of customers down.”

“I'll buy exclugivity,” said Page. “But asfor security, | doubt it. Cupid isa pretty impressive machine.”
“Anyway,” she concluded, “that'swhat 1've been able to find out. Doesit help or hurt?’

He shrugged. “When you'retdling fairy tales, it's dways best to tell them about royalty.” He stretched.
“How are you doing tracking down former employees?’

“Not very well, sofar,” she admitted.
“Oh?

“Everyone used phony names up here, and most of them never did revert to their real names after they
left. Even with Cupid's networking capabilities, it'sdow going.”

“What have you got so far?’ he asked.

“Of thefirg three I've been able to find, two were dead and one has been ingtitutionalized and isin no
condition to speak to anyone. Do you want meto keep at it?’

“Absolutely,” hereplied. “1 want reminiscences from at least half adozen of them.” He yawned and
sretched his arms above his head again. “ Oh, well—back to work.”



“Y ou look exhausted,” she noted.

“Not without cause,” he said. “Cupid, are you there?’
“I am dwayshere,” replied the computer.

“What have we seen so far?’

“Musicd excerptsof The Best Little Whorehouse in Texas from the twentieth century, Passion Flowers
from the twenty-second century, House of Passion from the second century G.E., A Little Knowledge
from the third century G.E., andMadams and Minstrels from earlier in this century.”

“Cupid synopsizes the plot, and then shows me a couple of representative numbers,” he explained,
turning to Monicaand grimacing. “Y ou wouldn't believe how many musica's have been written about
whores and whorehouses.”

“I've never heard of any of them,” she admitted.

“Me neither—until | went through Cupid'sfiles,” he said. “Take my word for it, most of them are pretty
primitive”

“Then why study them, instead of something more recent?”
“Plundering them was morewhat | had in mind,” he replied.
“And have you found anything yet?’

He shook his head. “Not redly. Would you believe that al the whores were female until the third
century—and that every last one of them had a heart of gold?’ He grimaced again. “I'll probably watch
one or two more excerptsand cal it quits.”

“Why not borrow from something more recent?’ she asked.

“I don't mind conscioudy swiping from playsthat no one has ever heard of,” hereplied. “But | don't want
to inadvertently steal acharacter or astory linethat might be familiar.” He smiled. “It'sthe difference
between research and plagiarism.”

He shrugged. “Asit turns out, none of this stuff isworth reworking.”
“Y ou have an interesting set of ethics,” said Monica
“They comewith theterritory.”

“I think I'd better get back to work tracing down theComet 'sformer employees. I'll report my progress
tomorrow afternoon. Good night, Mr. Page.”

She broke the connection before he could remind her once again to call him Nate.
“Wall, I guessthat sounded business-like enough,” said Page to Cupid. “What's next?’

“The next holographic display isamusica excerpt from athird-century G.E. entertainment entitled
Bordelo !”

Page sghed wearily. *Y ou wouldn't think there'd be so damned many songs you could write about
whores, would you?’



“Thereare 3,044 in my memory banks.”

“Wel,my memory banks are overflowing,” announced Page suddenly. “Let's put it off until tomorrow.”
“Asyouwish.”

Page went into the bedroom, walked over to the dresser, and poured himself adrink.

“Besuretotdl the spy what I'm doing,” he said caudticdly.

“l will, Nate”

“Thanksalot.”

“Yourewelcome, Nate.”

Page walked back into the office carrying his glass and the bottle, and sat down on his chair, leaning
back until it balanced againgt awall.

“| don't suppose they left a couch behind in one of your storage rooms?’
“No, Nate.”

“Or amore comfortable chair?’

“No, Nate”

“Y ou'd figure they could have |eft alittle something,” complained Page. He looked around the barren
room. “1 wonder what this office looked like thirty or forty years ago.”

“Would you liketo seeit, Nate?’ asked Cupid.
“What are you talking about?’

“I can produce a holographic representation from my memory banks, just as| was ableto do in the
fantasy rooms.”

“Shit!” muttered Page. “Y ou mean I've been wasting my time watching al these playswhen | could be
watching thered thing?’

“I cannot initiate ideas, Nate,” said Cupid. “Other than performing my automatic functions, | can only
respond to commands or questions.”

“It sounds to me like you just initiated an gpology,” remarked Page.
“Not an apology, Nate—an explanation.”
“Whichever.” Pagefinished hisdrink. “ All right. What, exactly, can you reproduce for me?’

“With certain exceptions from the first twelve years of theVelvet Comet 's existence that have been
expunged from my memory banks, | can recreate every single event that ever happened anywhere on the
Comet sincetheingtant | was activated.”

“Everything?’ repeated Page. *'Y ou mean you can show me exactly what was happening in every suitein
theComet forty-eight years and seventeen minutes ago?’



“Yes, Nate”

“And you can remember every hand that was ever dedlt in the casino and every roll of the dice?’
“Yes, Nate.”

Page smiled. “Thisisgoing to be easier than | thought.” He paused. “ Okay—where should we start?’
“Wherever you wish, Nate.”

“Wéll, whether Angel plays amadam, acustomer, or aworking girl, | never heard of awhorehouse
without amadam. Why don't you begin by showing me holographs of each of theComet 's madams?’

Instantly the image of alovely blonde woman in her mid-thirties appeared above the tabletop.

“Thisis Golden Rainbow, the first madam of theVelvet Comet ,” announced Cupid dispassionately. “ She
served in that capacity for seven years, three months, and twenty-nine days, until her voluntary
retirement.”

The image vanished, to be replaced by an eegant, auburn-haired woman wearing aleather jump suit.

“Thisisthe Leather Madonna, the second madam of theVelvet Comet . She served in that capacity for
eight years, one month, and two days, until murdered by one of her employees.”

“Murdered?’

“That is correct, Nate.”

“Can you reproduce her murder?’

“No, Nate. | was not tamperproof at the time, and the memory has been expunged from my system.”

Page considered the image of the Leather Madonnafor amoment, then shook his head. “Hardly the stuff
of romantic comedies,” hesaid a last. “Go on to the next one.”

An absolutdly ravishing, very young woman gppeared.

“Thisis Suma, the third madam of theVelvet Comet . She served in that capacity for thirty-eight days,
until her contract was terminated by Vanmill.”

The parade of madams continued, twenty-fivein dl, and finaly the last of them vanished back into the
computer's memory banks.

“Which of them wasthe most interesting?’ asked Page.

“Inwhat way, Nate?’

“Any way you choose.”

“Y oull have to be more specific, Nate,” said Cupid. “1 find al human beingsinteresting.”
“You do?’ asked Page, surprised.

“yes”

“Since when do machinesfind peopleinteresting?’



“Part of my programming is concerned with the security of both our patrons and our employees.
Therefore, | was and still am compelled to study al aspects of human behavior.”

“Just aminute,” said Page. “1 thought you couldn't initiate ideas. How doesthat fit with your never-ending
inquiry into human behavior?’

“I didn't initiate my inquiry, Nate. It isaprimary directivethat is built into me”
“I see” said Page. “And what conclusions have you drawn from your studies?’

“Humans aretoo individuaigtic for me to make any generalized conclusions, Nate,” said Cupid. “You
must make your question more specific.”

“Okay. Take one of the madams.”
“Which one?’
“I don't care,” said Page. “Make it the last one. What's your considered opinion of her?’

“The Sted Butterfly was avery efficient adminigtrator of above-average intelligence who had been a
prostitute aboard theComet for five years before becoming the madam.”

Page smiled and shook his head. “Come on, Cupid. That'sthe kind of stuff I'd expect tofindina
newstapefileon her.”

“Itiscompletely accurate,” said the computer.
“Y eah? If she was such ahotshot administrator, how come theComet folded out from under her?’
“Her ethics forbade her to take decisve action at the time when it would have been effective.”

“Areyou tdling methat the madam of awhorehouse had ahigher ethical code than the minister who
brought it down?’ asked Page dubioudly.

“No, Nate. | am telling you that she had a different ethica code.”
“Explan.”

“She had certain datawhich, if made public, could have discredited Thomas Gold, and she eected not to
useit. My understanding of Gold isthat he would have used anything in his possession if he thought his
causewasjus.”

“One of your functionsisthe protection of theComet ,” said Page. “Why didn't you warn her what would
happen?’

“TheComet wasin no danger until Thomas Gold went insane. Insanity is not subject to probability
andyss”

“Wdl, youliveand learn.”
“That istrue, Nate,” replied the computer. “I am continudly learning.”

“Y ou've been up here dl adone with ninety-nine percent of your systems shut off for damned near a
quarter of acentury,” Page pointed out. “ Absolutely nothing has been happening up here, so what the hell
could you learn from?’



“My memories,” answered Cupid.
“What do you do—go through your holo scenes the way some people thumb through a scrapbook?’
“'That's unnecessary, Nate,” explained the computer.

“I haveingtant accessto al my memory banks, and since | am compelled to continueto learn dl that |
can about human behavior, | am continually studying prior events.”

“Don't you get tired of it?” asked Page.

“I don't get tired, Nate.”

Pagelit acigarette, looked around fruitlessy for an ashtray, and decided to use hisempty glass.
“We're getting off the subject here.”

“The subject was my perceptions of people.”

“The subject was this musical masterpiece that I'm supposed to turn out,” Page corrected him. He
lowered his head in thought for amoment. “Okay. Which of the twenty-five madams had the kind of
career that would adapt best to amusicd of the type you've been showing me?’

“I am not qudified to answer that question, Nate.”
“Oh?How come?’

“Because none of the musica representations were true, and my programming compels meto be truthful.
Fictionisalie, and lying iscontrary to civil and mord law.”

“What the hell do you know about mora law?’
“Thebiblesof dl mgor reigionsarein my library. | find them essentid to my study of human behavior.”

“Tell youwhat,” said Page. “If | give you an example of aliethat exemplifiesamora good, will you start
answering my questions?’

“I can't, Nate.”
“All right,” sighed Page. “WEéll just have to attack it another way.”
“I am curious, however, to hear your example.”

“No ded, Cupid. Y ou want to get something? Y ou've got to give up something.” Page grinned. “ That's
mord law.” He paused. “In the meantime, we're wasting time. Let's start throwing some scenes up there
on the tabletop.”

“Which scenes would you prefer, Nate?”

“At therisk of sounding like adirty old man, let's start with abatch of people in one bed. I've dways had
amorbidly prurient curiosity about the logistics of that.”

Aningtant later seven nude bodies appeared above the tabletop. One of them, arather overweight
woman in her mid-fifties, lay writhing in the middle of an enormous bed, while five handsome young
men—~Page thought the wordbeautiful might be more gppropriateif it didn't sound so effeminate—were
clustered about her, kissng and stroking lips, arms, legs, breasts, anything that was available, whilea



gxth young man had just mounted her and was starting to go through the contortions of the sex act.

Page watched for another ten minutes, asfirst one and then another of the young men took their turn atop
the woman, whose agppetite seemed insatiable. Findly he leaned back on his chair and rubbed his eyes.

“Enough,” he muttered.
The holograph vanished.

“That wasn't exactly what | had in mind,” said Page. “It looked like haf a dozen well-trained cooks
kneading abatch of dough.”

“I cannot offer acomment, asdl theComet 's bread and rolls were made by a single chef in the pastry
kitchen.”

“Let merephrasethat,” said Page. “ The men looked like they were orchestrated, like they were a sports
team working in unison.”

“That isan excdlent andogy,” replied Cupid.
“It'salso avery unspontaneous orgy.”

“It was scheduled two weeks in advance, the patron selected the six men from those who were available,
and her account on Deluros V111 was billed before she even came aboard theComet . Itismy
understanding that thiswould be deleterious to afeding of spontaneity.”

“Yeah. Well, when | asked for agroup, | had something alittle more even-handed in mind.”
“Even-handed, Nate?”’
“Six men and Six women,” said Page decisively. “Isthat plain enough for you?’

“Yes, Nate.” The computer paused. “Would seven women and seven men be acceptable? | do not have
the sexua breakdown you requested in my memory banks.”

1] I:ire”

A holograph of sx handsome young men and seven gorgeous young women in bed with an ancient,
frail-looking man popped into existence.

“Stop!” commanded Page.
“Is something wrong, Nate?’

“Those six couples who were surrounding the old man and his partner—they were dl employees of the
Comet 7’

“That's correct.”

“But they were fucking each other.”

“Only two of them were,” replied Cupid.

An enlarged holograph appeared above the tabletop.

“You see, Nate?’ said Cupid, highlighting the areasin question. “ Three of the men don't even have



erections. They were merely smulating the sex act.”

“Why?'

“To save energy. Each prodtitute was expected to perform anumber of times daily.”
“And the customer didn't care?’

“The patron, as you have doubtless noticed, was otherwise occupied.”

Page frowned. “If he didn't care, why did he order himsdlf an orgy”

“His gtated reason was that he thought he would find it stimulating.”

“And he couldn't get stimulated any other way in awhorehouse?’ said Page skeptically.

“Actudly, he engaged in sexua congress successfully every time he patronized theComet ,” replied
Cupid. “But he gtated on this occasion that he had never experienced an orgy, and he found the concept,
to use hisown word, thrilling.”

“Even afake one?’

“Hedid not know it was fake—and indeed, those portions of it that related directly to him were totally
authenticand red.”

“Let'sget back to that first onefor aminute,” said Page. “Why the hell would awoman order Six guys at
once?’

“Obvioudy it made her happy.”
“How could she know it would?” continued Page. “ It can't be the kind of thing shedid a home.”

“Nothing that took place aboard theComet was meant to be comparable to anything that the patrons
ever experienced a home,” replied Cupid.

“It couldn't have been very emotiondly fulfilling,” observed Page. “Hell, she couldn't have known who
was doing what.”

“She must have enjoyed it, Nate,” said Cupid. “ She requested twelve men on each of her next two
vigts”

“No good,” said Page.
“| don't understand, Nate.”

“I need agtory line, and you're showing me awoman who probably couldn't have recognized her lovers
five minutes|later, and an old man who gets turned on by people pretending to have sex in the same bed
withhim.”

“I am only showing you what happened.”
“I guess orgies aren't the place to start. Somehow | thought they might be alittle different.”
“Inwhat way, Nate?’

He shrugged. “I don't know. | suppose | thought everyone would be having agood time.”



“Everyonewas, Nate.”

“Y eah, but for the wrong reasons. Each of the six guyswas probably glad he didn't haveto servicea
horny old woman like that by himself, and the couples who were faking it were probably glad to be paid
for doing nothing.”

“TheComet existed for the patrons’ pleasure, Nate, not for the prostitutes. Would you care to see some
more orgies?’

Page shook hishead. “No,” he answered. “1 need aromance, not a textbook on how to chest at
schoal.”

“| don't understand, Nate.”

“Never mind. Did any of the customers ever propose marriage, or try to get one of the progtitutesto run
off with them?’

“There were deven marriage proposas, and 295 suggestions of permanent sexud liaisons.
“You pulled that up awfully fast,” said Page. “ Areyou sure it wasn't twelve and 2947’

“l amsure”

“Y ou're not programmed to appreciate sarcasm, are you?’

“No, Nate, | am not.”

Page sighed. “Okay, |et's concentrate on the marriage proposals for awhile. How many were made by
men and how many by women?’

“Four by men, saven by women.”
“That'sfunny,” said Page.
13 Funr]y?l

“I would have thought it would have been the other way around.” He paused. “Which brings meto
another question.”

“Yes, Nate?’

“In every one of those musical entertainments, al the prostitutes were women. They can't dl have been
aberrations, 0 | have to assume that the industry wasn't exactly an equal-opportunity employer back
then. When did it change?’

“There have dways been gigolos,” said Cupid, “and from time to time in history there have been brothels
that were patronized exclusively by women. They existed in Greece, the Roman Empire,
nineteenth-century France, twentieth-century Germany, twenty-first-century —”

“Answer the question,” interrupted Page.
“That iswhat | amn doing, Nate.”
“Concsdy.”

“Thefirst male brothelsin the Republic came into existence, within ayear of each other, on Earth, Sirius



V, and Deluros V11l some 167 years ago.”
“What'sthe current lega status of progtitution?”

“Female progtitution is outlawed on 82 percent of al Republic worlds, and exists primarily on the Inner
and Outer Frontiers and on those worldsin the vicinity of Deluros V111 and Earth. Male progtitution is
outlawed on 86 percent of al Republic worlds, and does not exist at al on the Inner Frontier.”

“Hardly aboonto love,” remarked Page dryly.
“It ismy understanding that people do not patronize abrothel for purposes of love,” said Cupid.

“Inmy script, they do,” said Page. “Let's get back to those eleven marriage proposals. Did any of them
ever cometo pass?’

“If you mean did any of them result in marriage, the answer isno.”

“How many of the 295 prostitutes left here and went into, shal we say, private practice?’
“None.”

“Not any?’ asked Page, Sartled.

“Thet iscorrect.”

“You'retelling me that 306 prostitutes had bonafide offersto leave theVel vet Comet , and not one of
them quit?| don't believeit!”

“Itisnonethelesstrue.”

“Why? Nobody grows up wanting to work in awhorehouse.”

“Y ou would have to examine each case individudly, sSince you are deding with human behavior.”
“I haven't got time. Just boil it down for me.”

“In mogt cases, it was decided that the salary and benefits accruing to an employee of theComet were
more desirable than the offers that were made.”

“That doesn't make sense. Some of the patrons bought and sold planets the way norma people buy and
| red estate. They could have made offersthat were just about impossible to refuse.”

“TheVanmill Syndicate's employment contracts were quite explicit on that point,” answered Cupid.
“Private liaisons with patrons, or with any non-employee of theComet , were forbidden.”

“Bully for the Vainmill Syndicate,” said Page. “ That doesn't answer the question. A prostitute could have
gone on strike, or performed poorly, or done any number of thingsto get thrown off the ship.”

“Then perhaps human psychology wasinvolved,” offered Cupid. “ Possbly being the property of the
Velvet Comet was less onerous than being the property of asingleindividua, subject to hisor her every
whim.”

“What about the e even marriage proposals?’
“Possbly fedings of love were absent.”



“What haslove got to do with it?’
“My data banks define marriage as a permanent liaison based on mutually felt and declared love.”

“Y our databanks are full of shit,” said Pagefirmly. “Love's got nothing to do with marriage. I've been
married threetimes, and if | ever fdt any love for anything, it was for an old dog my father owned when |
wasakid.”

“Then| fed very sorry for you, Nate.”
“Machinesdon't havefedings”

“True,” answered Cupid. “My comprehension of amarriage without loveis analogousto my being given
an incomplete command. Theform is proper, but an element ismissing, and | experience what | can best
describe as a sense of dissatisfaction. | assumed that you felt the same dissatisfaction, and human
etiquette requires me to offer an expression of sorrow.” The computer paused for just an ingtant. “Now
that | have logged your aternate persona description of marriage in my data banks, | retract my
gtatement. | am no longer sorry for you.”

“Thanks abunch,” said Page caugtically. He noticed the cigarette butt floating in his glass, picked up the
bottle, and raised it to hislips. “Onesip,” hesaid. “1 want that noted. Not even afull swallow; just asip.”

“When you replace it on any surface, | will measure its metric content,” Cupid assured him.

“How comforting,” said Page, taking asmall sip, then alarge gulp. “Now, since this masterpiece has got
to have a hagppy ending, and you've virtually outlawed the notion of aprogtitute walking out on alife of Sn
and marrying apatron, I'd better hunt up some other story line.”

“That seems reasonable,” agreed Cupid.

Hefrowned. “1t may be pushing things abit, but | suppose we could make somebody like Gold the
villain, and in the end our hero and heroine save the ship.”

“But Gold succeeded in closing down theComet ,” said Cupid.
“| said someonelike Gold,” replied Pageirritably.

“Maybe we can draw him bigger than life, make alampoon out of him, keep the whole thing
lighthearted.”

“Thereisno such person in my memory banks.”

“Thisisfiction.”

“Then| cannot hdp you to identify him.”

“It'sdl right,” said Page. He tapped hisforehead. “He'sright up here, just waiting to be born.”
“Human maes cannot give birth.”

“Human maewriterscan,” said Page. “They do it dl thetime.”

“Thisiscontrary to my understanding of human reproductive biology,” said Cupid.

“Don't worry about it,” said Page. “It'sjust afigure of speech.”



“Y ou arereferring to the cregtive process?’

“Moreor less”

“I understand now. Buit | till cannot help you. | am not programmed to lie.”

“Weren't you ever ingructed to lie to acustomer?’ asked Page, curious.

“Never.”

" Somebodymust have lied aboard thisship.”

“Everyone who worked aboard theVelvet Comet lied at onetime or another,” assented Cupid.
“Everyone except you.”

“That'sright, Nate.”

“So much for telling the truth to people. What does your programming tell you about entertaining them?’

“My programming tells me people enjoy fictionaized entertainments,” answered Cupid promptly. “But
my ongoing study of my library and my memoriestells methat the truth shal make them free”

“I'm not writing for abunch of daves” said Page. “They'redready free. I'm just trying to bring alittle
enjoyment into their lives”

“In point of fact, you are tying to raise 250,000 credits to cover your debts.”

“That, too,” admitted Page uncomfortably. “Y ou know, if therés onething | hate, it's an uppity
computer.” He reached for the bottle again. “ And if there's another, it'sbeing thirsty.”

“I can turn on the water tap for you.”

“I said | wasthirsty, not dirty,” said Page, downing another large swallow. He placed the bottle back
down onthetable. “All right,” he said. “It'stime to stop screwing around and get down to work. Starting
now I'm dictating; I'll want areadout of what | say.”

“Yes, Nate”
“Okay,” he said, pacing up and down the office.

“Ange looks better with her clothes off than Franco does, so she's going to be the whore. Franco'sa
client who's got a crush on her. Let's make him afilthy rich bounty hunter back from the Frontier; that
way maybe | can write him asong about how helops criminals heads off, and keep his panting public
happy.” He paused, frowning. “ Okay, he's got a crush on her, but she'stoo busy worrying
about—what?—oh, yeah, our Gold character, who's trying to whip up alittle public outrage at a
whorehouse orbiting his planet. Areyou getting dl this?’

“Yes, Nate”
“Word for word?”’
“Yes, Nate.”

“All right. Let'smakethisin the early days of theComet , when it was il circling Charlemagne, just so
Gold's descendants don't try to sue usfor defaming him. And wed better make Angel the madam;



otherwise why would she be preoccupied with this nut?”

Suddenly he grinned triumphantly. “Got it! When our religious nut finally setsfoot aboard theComet to
confront Angel, Franco recognizes him as awanted crimina who's fled the Frontier and set up shop
bilking the public with aphony rdligion. Hell, maybe helll even get to run him through with akitchen
knifel” He chuckled. “That should do it. The bad guy gets hisjust deserts, Vainmill rewards Franco by
making himtheComet 's new Chief of Security, and he and Angdl get to fuck their brains out while the
Comet goeson forever.” He sat down once again. “ Give me areadout.”

A long sheet of paper dowly did out from beneath the tabletop, and Page read it gpprovingly, jotting an
occasiond noteinthe margin.

“Not bad for anight'swork,” he said at last with an air of satisfaction. “Héll, if we make Franco Chief of
Security, everything'sin place for asequel, and he can even lop off afew more heads!”

“I fed | must point out that nothing remotely like this scenario ever hgppened aboard theComet ,” said
Cupid.

“Who cares?’ said Page. “It'sgot corn, it's got schmadltz, it's got comedy, it's got sex—Jesus! | should
have held out for three hundred thousand creditsl” He got to hisfeet, picked up the bottle, and walked to
the bedroom. “That'sit for tonight. See you in the morning.”

“I wonder if | could ask you aquestion before you retire, Nate?’ said Cupid.
“Sure” said Page, taking off hisshirt and tossing it on thefloor. “What isit?’

“Y ou made reference to something last night that is not in my memory bank. | wonder if you could
explanit.”

“Shoot.”
“What arebelles lettres 7’
“Go fuck yoursdf,” growled Page.
Chapter 4
“Nate?’
“Yeah?
“Kipchoge Kamalaistrying to make contact with you,” said Cupid.
“What the hdll isaKipchoge Kamaa?’ demanded Page.
“He's your composer.”
“Oh”
A pause.
“Nate?’
“What?' said Pageirritably.

“Kipchoge Kamdaisill waiting.”



“Put him through.”

“| thought you might want to open your eyesfirst,” said Cupid.

“Whet timeisit?’

“0900 hours, ship'stime.”

“Wheét the hell doesthat mean?’

“Nine o'clock in the morning.”

“Tel himto call back.”

“When shdl | tell him?’ asked Cupid.

“Tel him right now, you stupid bastard,” muttered Page, placing the pillow over his head.
“I meant, when shdl | tell him to call back?’

“Damnit!” snapped Page, sitting up on the bed. “Y ou've made me think too much! I'm awake now!”
“Sinceyou are awake, would you like to speak to Kipchoge Kamaanow?’

“Let mehitthejohnfirst,” replied Page, getting to hisfeet. “God!” he breathed, clutching hisback asa
twinge of pain shot throughit. “1'm getting old.”

“How long will you be?’ asked Cupid.
“Youll bethefirst oneto know when I'm through.”

“That istrue,” agreed Cupid. “ Shall | tell Kipchoge Kamdathat you will be joining him as soon asyou
come out of the bathroom?’

“Tel him anything you goddamned well please,” said Page, reaching the bathroom. * Just shut up and give
me some cold water.”

“How cold?’

“Lessthan boiling and more than freezing.”

“I need more specific indructions, Nate.”

“Useyour imagination.”

“I have no imagination. If you'd like, | can select arandom temperature, but it may not suit your needs.”
“Just doit!”

Cool water began pouring out of the tap, and Page rinsed hisface off, then took amouthful, swizzled it
around, and spit it out into the sink, trying to ignore the stae taste that remained. His knee suddenly
dtiffened up, and he flexed it twice, stubbing histoe againgt the floor.

“Damn!” heyelped.
“Did you hurt your toe, Nate?’ asked Cupid.



“No. | dways screamin themorning.”
“You didn't scream yesterday,” replied the computer.
“| dways scream in the morning except when | don't.” Page commanded the door to close and lock.

“MonicaHerddo isthe only person aboard theComet , and sheisamost haf amile away,” observed
Cupid.

“| dways close the door when I'm about to urinate,” said Page. “It gives me a secure feeling to know that

nobody islooking.” He paused. “| suppose you're staring right at me, you insenditive bastard.”
“| am programmed to observe every portion of the ship, Nate.”

“Can't you turn your back or something?’

“I don't have aback, Nate.”

“By theway, areyou aboy or agirl, or isn't it applicable?’

“I have no gender. | have been speaking to you in amasculine voice, but | could use any voicethat |
have ever heard if you would care to choose one.”

“Whosevoiceisthis?’

“It belonged to Andrew Jackson Crane, a detective in the employ of the Vainmill Syndicate some
seventy years ago. It was he who gave me my name.”

“Oh”

“Would you carefor adifferent voice?’

“How the hell do | know?’

“I could run through a cross section of five hundred or athousand voicesfor you.”
“Not now,” said Page urgently. “My back teeth are floating.”

“I don't understand, Nate.”

“Just keep watching and you will,” promised Page.

Two minutes later Page emerged from the bathroom, put on arobe, and walked down the corridor to the

office. He sat down on the chair, put hisfeet up on the edge of the tabletop computer, and nodded his
head. “ Okay, let'sfind out what he'sgot to say.”

Instantly Kamala's face appeared above the table.

“Hi, Nate”

“Good morning, Kip,” said Page. “What can | do for you?’
“Jugt checking in to see how you're coming aong.”

“Y ou woke me a ninein the morning just to see how I'm coming aong?’ demanded Page.



“Isit ninedready?’ said Kamaa, surprised. “I haven't been to bed yet.”
“What are you, somekind of vampire?’

“Only when theré's asexy neck around,” said Kamaawith agrin. “By the way, I've come up with alove
song and a chatterbox for you.”

“What's the hell's a chatterbox?’
“A song for anon-singer, with which our industry seemsinundated these days,” explained Kamda

“There are only abouit five notesin the whole thing, but it's got aquick begt. If you'll write something redl
snappy, with abatch of interior rhymes, your actor can practicdly reciteit to the melody, or at least chant
it. You'd be surprised how witty and urbaneit'll make him sound.”

“I know; I've done dozens of them—except that I've dways called them chanters,” replied Page. “All
right, let'shear ‘em.”

“I've dready turned them over to your computer. It can play them for you at your leisure.”
Kamala paused. “By the way, has Katerina Ruboff spoken to you yet?’

“Y ou mean today? No. | guessdel Grado only has one inconsiderate sonofabitch on his payroll.”
Kamalachuckled. “Well, she may be putting through acall to you later.”

“What about?’

“Shewants to do anude water ballet in the pool.”

“Pool 7’ repeated Page. “What pool ?”

Kamaa shrugged. “Who knows? | guess you've got onein your gymnasium or one of your fantasy
rooms. Anyway, shewantsit early in thefirst act, so be warned.”

“She can goddamned well wait until we've got a script and ascore, and then match her choreography to
what'swritten.”

“Y ou don't pay much attention to the gossip columns, do you?’ said Kamaa, amused.

Page closed hiseyes. “Don't tel me: she's deeping with dd Grado.”

“With hisbrother,” replied Kamda. “ Same damned thing.”

“Wel,” said Pagewith asigh, “it looks like she gets her water ballet.”

“Lookslike”

“I hopethey al drown.”

Kamaathrew back his head and laughed.

“I don't know what you think is so damned funny,” continued Page. “Y ou're on your own on thisone.”

“What do you mean?’



“Nobody can sing and swim at the sametime.” He grinned maicioudy. “I'll leave you athirty-minute dot
forthemusic.”

“Leave me whatever you want, but she's getting four minutes. If she wants more, they can play it twice”
Pagelit acigarette, took along puff, and exhaed dowly.
“Why do we put up with it, | wonder?’ he said at last.

“Every now and then | wonder about it too,” agreed Kamala. “ Then | get acall from my creditors, and |
remember.” He reached out to break the connection. “ Get back to me when you come up with some
lyrics. And Nate?’

“Yesh?’

“Do thelove song firgt.”

“Why?'

“It ends on asemitonic that leads right back into the first four bars again.”
“Sowhat?’

“So producers don't know good from bad, but if they can walk out humming the melody they're happy.”
“Right,” assented Page. “Seeyou.”

Kamala's face vanished.

“Nate?’ said Cupid.

“What now?’

“Can | fix you some breskfast?”’

“Just coffee”

“It will beready in the kitchen in ninety seconds.”

“Whoopee,” muttered Page. He stood up, alittle less ftiffly thistime. “Well, | suppose since I'm up for
the day, | might aswell get dressed.”

He walked down the corridor to the bedroom and began gathering his clothes off thefloor.
“No peeking,” he said as he took off hisrobe.

“As| explained before, | —”

“Forget it—and gart playing the love song.”

“I can synthesize any sound from asingle instrument to afull orchestra,” said Cupid. “What would you
prefer?’

“Lesstak and more music.”

“I require adecision, Nate.”



“Jugt apiano.”
The lilting strains of amelodic ballad permeated the room while Page got dressed.

“Not bad,” he commented when it was over. “Not good, but not bad. It sounds like about seven
hundred other songs. Play it again.”

Thistime he had no difficulty humming aong with it, and felt vaguely uncomfortable when it ended.
“The son of abitch knows hisstuff,” he said admiringly. “ That'sa hell of away to finish off asong.”
“Fromwhat little | know of music, thefina note should be a G, rather than aB-flat,” replied Cupid.

Page shook hishead. “That's pure Kip Kamaa,” he said. “ Therest of it could have been written by any
of ahundred hacks—and they'd dl have ended it on a G. Thisguy endsit one note too soon, and
suddenly he's got a song you can't stop humming because itfeels like it needs another note, and it leads
right back into the beginning. Probably took him al of five minutesto compose the whole thing. Hismusic
professors would be proud of him—if they could afford the price of admisson.” He smiled gpprovingly
“Now,that's hackwork!”

“My data banks define hackwork aswork of purposely inferior quaity, produced quickly and entered
into solely for monetary gain,” said Cupid.

“Right,” agreed Page.

“But if this song fulfills the needs of the play and produces afavorable response within the audience, then
itisnot of inferior quality and cannot be hackwork.”

“Look,” said Page. “ The damned song islike haf amillion others. It'ssmplidtic, it'sgot dmaost no
half-notes, there's no building upon the theme, no complication at dl, not a single memorable thing about
it. That's hackwork.”

“But if he made the ending both specia and uniqueto himself, then it cannot be hackwork.”

“The ending was a nice professional touch, but it doesn't excuse the rest of the song—and it's not unique,
ether. It'satrick, not an artistic vison. They've been doing stuff like that, both in the theater and in
snging commercids, for millennia. Hackwork can gpply to ambition aswell asresults”

“Very well, Nate,” said Cupid. “I will add your definition and arguments to my data banks.”
“Hrg intelligent thing you've said dl morning,” said Page.

“Y our coffee has been gtting in the kitchen for five minutes. Would you like meto freshen it?’
“Yes,” heanswered. “And | could use some breskfast.”

“What would you like for breskfast?’

“Whatever | had yesterday.”

“Y esterday you dept until the afternoon and didn't have any breakfast,” noted Cupid.

“Half adozen pancakes, heavy on the syrup, with lots of butter.”

“It will take about four minutes.”



“Fine. Inthe meantime, seeif Monicas awvake yet.”
“Sheian't, Nate. Would you like me to awaken her?’

“No,” replied Page. “1 didn't redly have anything to say to her.” He paused. “What the hell was | doing
before | got sdetracked?’

“I had just finished playing Kipchoge Kamaas|ove song for you.”
“Right. Okay, bresk it down metricaly.”

“Therearefour lines of twelve syllables each, repeated twice; then afour-line stanza congsting of nine,
fifteen, nine, and fifteen syllables, and findly arepetition of the opening four linesagain.”

“Smpleenough,” said Page. “A, A, B, A.” He consdered the structure for amoment, and ahdf-smile
crosd hisface. “Maybel'll redlly dazzle *em and rhyme every lineinthe A stanzas”

“Perhaps| can be of assstance,” volunteered Cupid. “1 have more than twenty-three thousand human
languages and diaectsin my memory banks.”

“I won't need any help,” said Page. “Y ou're looking at the guy who came up with twenty-three rhymes
for ‘Dancer.”

“I don't understand the reference, Nate,” said Cupid.

“Check your library banks,” said Page. “Have you got a Round calledThe Ballad of Billybuck Dancer
?1

“yYes”
“Wadll, | wroteit. That'swhat | won my Bard for.”

“I havejust scanned it.”

“That fast?’ said Page, surprised. “ Just whilewe were talking?’
“Yes, Nate.”

“Wdl, what do you think of it?’

“| found the song that you referred to.”

“Not abad little job, en?’ he said proudly.

“Actualy, you did not create twenty-three rhymesfor ‘ Dancer,” Nate,” said Cupid. *Y ou used the word
‘Dancer’ gx times, ‘answer’ once, and the other seventeen rhymes were formed by words ending in
‘and’ or ‘ance’ followed by theword ‘sir.”

“It's «till adamned good piece of work,” said Page.
“The meter isincorrect throughout the song.”
“Bullshit.”

“I can quote sections of it if you'd like”



“There were musical bridgesthat required an extra syllable every now and then,” said Page defensively.
“Begdes,” he added, “it wasn't actualy amusical. The balad was just aframing device.”

“It wasincorrect.”

“What the hell are you talking about?’

“Y ou presented Billybuck Dancer as anotorious gunfighter.”

“Sowhat?’

“In actudity, hewasacarnival performer who died atragic deeth.”

“That'snot theway | heard it.”

“Y ou didn't research your subject thoroughly.”

“Bunk! | saw aholo of some statue they built to him, and looked him up in the goddamnedEncyclopedia
of Man . Check your library banksif you don't believe me.”

“I have done so, and the encyclopediaiswrong,” said Cupid. “1 have four primary sourcesthat refute the
aticle”

“I'mtelling you he was an outlaw with aprice on his head,” indgsted Page.

“No, Nate. Hewas a performer in acarniva owned by a human named Thaddeus FHint.”
“Thaddeuswho? | never heard of him.”

“Nevertheless, he—"

“Look,” said Page. “If my Round was as bad as you say, it wouldn't have won a goddamned Bard,
wouldit?’

“I have no emotions, so | cannot determine what emotiona response the script evokes. | can only state
that it isinaccurate.”

“It'sfiction, damnit!”
“But it was presented as biography.”

“Asfictionalized biography. Look, | pitched the idea to them, they paid me, they gave mefive weeksto
come up with ascript, and | did the best job | could. Evidently the critics disagree with you.”

“I amincapable of criticizing awork of art. | was merely pointing out that the meter isirregular and that
your biographica facts are wrong.

“It returned six hundred percent to its backers.”
“Six hundred and seventeen percent to date.”
“Then it was asuccess.”

“I have not denied it,” said Cupid.



“Probably you'd have been happier if 1'd spent ten years researching it, come up with adull little story
about a carnival performer, and turned the balad into a sonnet.” He paused. “When Gregorio Santos
recorded it, the damned song sold five million tapesin the Deluros system done. It must have had
something going for it.”

“| do not mean to upset you, Nate,” said Cupid. “My programming compels me to seek the truth.”

“Y eah? Wdl,my programming compels me to give the audiences what they want.” He paused. “And it
was adamned good ballad,” he added sullenly.

“It wasvery clever.”
“I thought you couldn't make artistic judgments.”

“I cannot judge works of art,” agreed Cupid. “But by your own admission, thiswork was completed in a
limited amount of time for aspecified amount of money, and hence qualifies as hackwork rather than art.
By applying the critical standardsthat | have appropriated from numerous textbooks and essayswithin
my library banks, | conclude that The Ballad of Billybuck Dancer isclever and facile. | suspect that if |
had a better understanding of theword *cute,” | might aso apply it.”

“If it'sso clever and facile, how come you make it sound like an insult?’

“I' meant no insult. Thiswas smply my conclusion, based on observation and anayss.”
“It'sawork of goddamned brilliance,” said Page sullenly.

Cupid made no response.

“Y our problem,” continued Page, “isthat your programming won't |et you appreciate fiction.”

“I can both understand and, to some extent, appreciate works of fiction. | smply cannot be a party to
them.”

“Thenif you can understand it, you must know how good it isl”

“Itisan excellent piece of work,” said Cupid. It paused, then added: *For a Round that was poorly
researched; and produced in alimited amount of time.”

“You know,” said Page, “| could redly get to didike you.”
“l am sorry to hear it,” said Cupid.
“Another emotion,” snorted Page contemptuoudly.

“As| explained yesterday, | do not fed emations; | am merely following the form of human etiquette. To
be more precise, | anticipate feding a certain internd dissatisfaction and incompletion, because if you
didike me, thelogica outcomeisthat you will not dlow meto participate in your work, and hence your
factsand findingswill most likely be erroneous”

“I've dready told you what the damned thing is going to be about,” said Page. “Y ou wrote the whole plot
down last night, remember?’

“My compulsion for truth leads me to hope that it was merely afirst draft, and that as you learn more
about theComet and its personnd, you will modify it.”



“Inwhat way?’
“In such amanner asto show what prostitutes and progtitution aretruly like.”
“I thought you told me al the whores were different,” said Page. “ Or were you mistaken?’

“| was not mistaken,” replied Cupid. “They were dl different asindividuas. But asagroup, they did have
certain thingsin common.”

“Such as?”

“Physical conditioning, sexud skills, and a certain contempt for their work that they took greeat painsto
conced not only from the patrons but from themselves.”

“Why would anyone who made dl that money and got to work in such luxurious surroundings fedl
contemptuous about their work?” asked Page.

“Becauseit was dishonest.”

“Inwhat way?’

“It was, to gpply aterm from your field, hackwork.”

“There's nothing dishonorable about hackwork,” replied Page.

“But, from my limited understanding of the term, thereis dso nothing very satisfying about it.”

“Then your understanding isflawed. It'sahdll of akick to give an audience what they want—and it's not
al that easy to do, either.”

“Then | will correct my data banks, and will henceforth add * artistically satisfying' to my definition of
hackwork.”

“| didn't say that.”

“Yesyou did, Nate.”

“Don't go putting wordsin my mouth! | never said hackwork was artisticaly satisfying.”
“My databankstell methat ‘ahell of akick’ isandogousto —"

“Wall, it'snot, so just shut up for awhile!” snapped Page. “It'stoo goddamned early in the day to waste
my energy arguing with agoddamned machine!”

Cupid fel slent immediately, and Page findly went to the kitchen, where he found that his butter was no
longer visible, having melted into the pancakes, and that the pancakes themsel ves were cold.

He decided to eat them as they were, rather than ask Cupid to make another batch.
“You'realousy cook,” he said between mouthfuls.

“Y ou should have asked me to warm up the pancakes, Nate.”

“They'd probably taste lousy even if they werewarm,” said Page petulantly.

“I'm sorry that you should think so. | will recdibrate the various kitchen mechanisms and andyze the food



supply for unhedthy microorganisms before your next med.”

“You do that.”

When hefinished, he returned to the office.

“Cupid?’

“Yes, Nate?’

“Have you got any Round scriptsin your library?’

“Yes, Nate”

“Y ou see how the format variesfrom ordinary theater and the stuff they run on video?’
“Yes, Nate”

“Good. That'stheformat I'll want you to use when | start dictating the script.”
“Will you want thetitle atop every page?’ asked Cupid.

“Yeah. PutErosin Orbit , dl in caps, in the upper left-hand corner, then adash, and then put my namein
caps and lower case. And put each page number in the upper right-hand corner.”

A sheet of paper did up from benegth the desk.

“Will this be satifactory, Nate?’

Page picked up the sample sheet, glanced at it briefly, and frowned.
“What the hell isthis name doing afterEros in Orbit 7" he demanded.
“It'syour name, Nate,” replied Cupid. “Y ou are Arthur Sachs.”

“I'm Nate Page.”

“My dosser on you states that your legal nameis Arthur Sachs.”

“It was too much trouble to changeit. My professional name is Nate Page; that's the one | want you to
use”

A second sheet emerged.

“Isthispreferable, Nate?’

Page looked at it and nodded. “Right.”

“May | ask why you cdl yourself Nate Page?’

“Who the hdll ever heard of awriter using aname like Arthur Sachs?’ replied Page. “Nate Page sounds
like ahairy-chested guy who wears tweeds and does alittle hunting on the side and cuts right through to
the truth of things when he sits down to work.”

“I thought writers were judged by their work rather than their names,” said Cupid.

“Only after they get in print,” answered Page.



“But you arein print.”

“Look,” said Page patiently. “Were not like actors or dancers. Were the artists that the audience never
sees, S0 we do anything we can to make oursalves distinctive—and Nate Pageisahdll of alot more
digtinctive than Arthur Sachs.” He paused. “Why did your madams sport names like Golden Rainbow
and the L esther Madonna?’

“To hidetheir trueidentities and perpetuate a sense of fantasy.”
“Thisisthesamething.”

“I see” sad Cupid. “In this respect, your professional position isidentica to that of the various madams
of theVelvet Comet .”

“I don't know whether I've just been insulted or not.”
“Why would likening you to amadam insult you?’
“Because they were whores. I'm awriter.”

Slence

“I'mwaiting,” said Pege.

“For what, Nate?’

“For you to agree with me.”

“Oh”

“Whores sdl| their bodies. | just sell my writing.”

“I know, Nate,”

“Then stop implying that I'm awhore.”

“You can't beawhore, Nate,” said Cupid. “Whores sdll their bodies. Y ou just sell your writing.”
“Right.”

“Furthermore, if you were awhore, you could sympathize enough with the problemsinherent in
progtitution to want to present atrue representation of life on theVelvet Comet .”

“True representations are for libraries. Happy, exciting stories are for audiences.”
“Yes, Nate”

“Damnit, Cupid—you just don't understand! I'm being paid to come up with ascript that will make
people walk out of the theater feeling good. That's my job—making audiencesfed good.”

“I know, Nate. That iswhy, in my judgment, you are uniquely qudified to write this script.”
“Oh?’

“That wastheVelvet Comet 'sjob, too.”



“TheVelvet Comet isadecommissioned shell that sold ephemerd pleasures and got run out of business,”
sad Page. “I'm an artist whose work will live long after I'm dead, and the only thing that might run me out
of businessis missing adeadline because I'm wasting my time arguing with you. Got the difference
draight now?’

“Yes, Nate”
Page stalked off to the bedroom.
“Do you wish to begin dictating your script, Nate?” asked Cupid.

“I'm too goddamned mad at you,” said Page. “I'm going back to bed for a couple of hours. Wake me at
oneinthe afternoon.”

“Yes, Nate”
“While I'm deeping, why don't you go through your library and hunt up some of my books and essays?’
“I can produce printouts if you will be referring to them during the writing of the script,” said Cupid.

“I won't bereferring to them,” said Page. “| just want you to read them, so you'll know who the hell
youre deding with.”

“Y ou are Arthur Sachs, professiona name Nate Page.”

“| am Nate Page, author of six books and seventeen Rounds—and | never hopped into bed with anyone
tomakeasde”

He flopped down on the bed and dowly drifted off to deep, vaguely wondering why hefet he had to
prove to an emotionless machine that he wasn't in the same business as Golden Rainbow or the L eather
Madonna.

Chapter 5

Page dept until three in the afternoon, then spent the next hour trying to come up with an opening number
that would make use of Kamala's chatterbox song (it wasfar too early in the Round for alove song), and
hit upon the notion of anarrator who could compress history and events by chanting the song between
scenes.

“Cupid, create ascreen and throw up every word in your data banks that rhymes with Charlemagne.”

“I regret to inform you that no word in any human language or diaect rhymeswith Charlemagne,” replied
the computer.

“All right. Give me alist of wordsthat, end with arhyming syllable.”

Instantly ascreen cameto life:abstain aerophane aeroplane again airplane Aisne allophane amain
appertain “ Stop,” said Page, asthe list continued appearing at arate of two words a second.

“|s something wrong, Nate?’

“I'mwriting for theatergoers, not linguists,” said Page. “Who the hell ever heard of an aerophane, or
Aisne, or anan?’

“| am not aware of which words arein common usage, Nate.”



“Obvioudy.” Page paused. “Erasethelid. I'll doit mysdf.”

“Y ou could tel me which wordsto eiminate from the screen,” suggested Cupid.
“How many have you got?’

“1,013”

“I can have the whole fucking song done before you run through your list of words.” Page leaned back in
hischair. “ Just write down whét | tell you to.”

“Yes, Nate”
Page hummed the first two lines of the song.
“All right,” he said after amoment's thought.

“Start with thetitle The Balad of theVelvet Comet " Might aswell let ‘em know right from the Sart
who wrote the damned thing.”

Cupid dutifully printed thetitle.
“What have we got in thefirst line—thirteen syllables?”
“Yes, Nate”

“Okay.” Hefrowned. “I think well address the audience directly, and kind of suck them into the thing.
Write this down: ‘Welcome to my fantasy, and I'll soon makeit yours” Then acomma.”

Theline appeared on the screen.

“Dowewant ABAB, AABB, AABA, or should we shoot the works and go for AAAA?" mused Page,
gudying theline,

“I am not qudified to answer that, Nate.”

“Widl, stickamours and a period at the end of the second line, and we'll work backward. Then place
ventures somewherein the middle of theline.”

“Venturesisnot an exact rhyme,” noted Cupid.

“It's close enough. I'm writing for theatergoers and voyeurs, not poets. Just print what | tell you to.”
“Yes, Nate.”

Page spent the next hour working on the lyric, then stood up.

“That's enough for now,” he announced. “What have we got?’

“Twenty-four lines, Nate.”

“Okay. Write downstrife, life, wife , andrife , and I'll get to work on them later.” He paused. “How
were the two murders on theComet committed?’

“One by ablow to the head, and one with aneedldike stabbing instrument.”



“Better and better,” said Page. “ Addknife to thelist.”

“It wasn't aknife, Nate,” said Cupid. “The detective in charge of the case likened it to an ancient
instrument caled anicepick.”

“Y eah, buticepick doesn't rhyme with those other words,” replied Page. “ Putknife down.”

“Yes, Nate”

“And make anote: | want to make sure that Franco carries aknife, and that he displaysit once or twice.”
“Wesgpons were not alowed aboard the ship,” said Cupid.

“WEell haveto find away around that,” said Page. “When the murder is committed, he's got to be the
likeliest suspect.”

“What murder?’ asked Cupid.

“We're going to have amurder. Audienceslike alittle violence with their sex and music.”

“Y our outline doesn't include amurder.”

“It'saso not written in stone,” said Page. “ Okay, save what you've got and turn the screen off.”
“Yes, Nate,” said Cupid asthe screen went blank.

“I need some exercise,” announced Page. “I'm going to take alittle walk. Show me how to get to this
swimming pool that Katerina Ruboff hasfdlenin lovewith.”

Hewalked out the door, and Cupid began giving him directions.

“By theway,” said Page as he passed what had once been the casino, “did you read my books?’
“Yes, Nate”

“And?

“I am not yet qudified to offer artistic criticism,” said Cupid. “It ispossblethat | never will be.”
“Didyou at least see how different they werefromThe Ballad of Billybuck Dancer ?’

“Yes, Nate. They were books, The Ballad of Billybuck Dancer wasaRound.”

“And that'sal you've got to say about them?”’

“In an attempt to further educate mysdlf, | aso scanned the reviews they received upon publication.”
“Oh?" sad Page, frowning.

“Yes,” said Cupid. “ Lucifer Unboundreceived nine favorable and seventy-three unfavorable reviews,
Feast at Eastertime received —”

“I' know what they got!” interrupted Page. “What the hell do the critics know, anyway?’
“I cannot answer that question, Nate.”

Page grunted but said nothing.



“Therefore,” continued Cupid, “1 tied in to your publisher's computer to seeif the public had accepted
the books more favorably.”

“Enough!” snapped Page.

“Yes, Nate”

Hewaked in sllence for another twenty yards.
“They had lousy didribution,” said Page.
“That would seem to be true, Nate.”

“The cover art killed them, and the art they put on the disks and the tapes was even worse.” He paused.
“Asfor thecritics, they're abunch of fucking paradites. | make ten timeswhat they do. If they could
write, they'd bewriting , not criticizing.”

“Yes, Nate.”

“They're an ditelittle circle of part-time writerswho praise each other's work and won't let outsidersin,”
continued Page bitterly.

“That's very interesting, Nate,” said Cupid.
“Oh?Why?’

“Inyour introductory essay for your first collection of short stories, you said that you would never write
Rounds because, quote, ‘ The producers and writers are like afamily, and they won't let outsders Sit at
their table.”

“I was so good they couldn't keep me out,” he said with atouch of pride.

“I see” said Cupid.

“Thein-group intheliterary tradeisalot tighter,” he added defensively. “ They've got moreto lose.”
“My understanding isthat afailed Round costs far more than afailed book,” said Cupid.

“I'm talking about reputations. That's al those bastards have going for them in thefirgt place.”

“May | ask you aquestion?’

“Go ahead,” said Page.

“How would giving your book agood review harm their reputations?’

“You know,” said Page, “you are getting to be one hell of apainintheass. | told you to read those
books so that you'd know | can do something besides Rounds.”

“I dways knew that, Nate,” said Cupid. “It'sin your dossier, and al your books arein my library banks.”

“Something good,” continued Page. “ Something proud. Maybe they weren't perfect, but they were
damned good. | pissed blood to get them written.”

“That must have been very painful.”



Page chuckled. “It'safigure of speech,” he explained. “It means | worked like crazy on them.”

Suddenly he frowned. “ They should have done better. The fucking critica establishment sabotaged them.
I'd like to see one of them find away to make twenty million people worship a semi-literate oaf like
Franco!”

“Turnleft”
“What?’ asked Page, distracted.
“Y ou are going to the gymnasium. To get there, you must turn left.”

“Thanks.” Page turned and continued walking, then stopped opposite a shuttered restaurant. “I know
what you're thinking, and you're wrong.”

“By your definition, | am currently thinking of 16,804 different things, Nate.”

“I mean about me,” continued Page. *Y ou're thinking that snce my Rounds are successful and my books
arent, | must be abetter Round writer. Well, you're wrong. | could have been the best damned literary
writer you ever saw.”

“I haven't the critical acumen to dispute that,” said Cupid.

“Literary artists starve to death. I'll get back to it one of these days, after I've made my pile writing
Rounds”

“You had net assets of 12,771 credits when you signed to write your first Round,” said Cupid, “and you
have a current net indebtedness of 378,438 credits. Thiswould imply that writing Roundsisless lucrative
than writing books.”

“| dso havethree financialy insatiable ex-wives and a couple of houses and a spaceship—and I'm not
exactly in debtor's prison.”

“I did not mean to imply that you could not pay your bills, but rather to illustrate that you are no closer to
being financidly secure enough to return to writing works of literary merit than you were twelve years

ago.
“ThenI'll doitintenyearsinstead of five. Big ded.”

He began walking again, took an elevator up two levels, and afew moments later reached the
gymnasium. It was an enormous room, but, like the rest of theComet , dmost al of its equipment had
been cannibalized or auctioned off. Even the pool, some thirty yardslong and haf aswide, was empty.

“Okay,” said Page after staring at the floor of the pool for amoment. “I've seenit.”

“Isthere anything ese you'd liketo see on thislevel?” asked Cupid.

“Not right now.”

“Shdll | produce aholographic facsmile of the gymnasium from the dayswhen it was functiond?”
Page shook his head. “No. | just wanted to see how many peoplewe could fitinit.”

“Then you arewriting awater ballet after al?’



“Notif | canhdpit.”
“Then may | ask why you inssted on seeing the pool?” said Cupid.

“Becausein this business, you can't dways help it,” replied Page, walking to the eevator. He descended
two levels and began walking aimlesdy past the various restaurants.

“They weregood books, damn it!” he muttered.

“EgpedidlyFeast at Eastertime . If you weren't agoddamned mass of bubbles and connectors, you'd
know that!”

“By bubbles, | assume you mean bubble memories,” said Cupid. “Actudly, my memory isstored in
Steinmetz/Shannon modules”

Page smiled humorlesdy. “Try to insult amachine and see whereit getsyou.” Hesighed. “All right. |
suppose we ought to get back to work.”

He began walking back to his apartment.

“Nate?’ said Cupid, after he had proceeded somefifty feet.

“What now?’

“MonicaHerddo istrying to communicate with you. Shdl | produce her holograph in front of you?’
“Tell her towait until | get to the office,” said Page. “Have you got any ideawhat she wants?

“ She hasjudt finished conducting an interview with aformer employee of theVelvet Comet .”
“About time,” commented Page, increasing his pace.

He reached the office three minutes later, sat down on his chair, and nodded his head. “ Okay, put her
through.”

“Hello, Mr. Page,” said Monicaas her image took shape above the tabletop. “I've findly hunted up a
prostitute who was willing to talk.”

“ GOOd,”

“Y ou don't know how difficult it was,” she continued, obvioudy quite pleased with hersdf. “He wasthe
seventeenth | tried to track down.”

“They can'tall be dead,” said Page, surprised by the number.

“Eleven were. Four otherswere ingtitutionalized for psychologica problems or drug dependencies.”
“That'sonly fifteen,” he noted.

“The sixteenth just seemsto have vanished,” she said. “It's a pity, too, because she was the last madam.”
“The Sted Butterfly?’

Shenodded. “That'sright.”

“Too bad,” said Page. “Wdll, who did you come up with?’



“Geoffrey Wilkinson. He worked under the name of Jungle Lord.”
“WI‘N’?’

She shrugged. “1 don't know. He was pretty muscular, and he usualy wore costumes made of animal
skins. | suppose it was as good as any other name.”

“How old isthisguy now?’

“He says he'sfifty-three; Cupid says he'sfifty-five. He was hired twelve years before theComet closed
and worked here for three years.”

“Did he have anything to say?’

She nodded her head. “1t took about twenty minutes for me to convince him that | don't work for
Vanmill—he seemsto beterrified of them—but once that was done, he opened up. | can have Cupid
run theinterview for you; | think you'l find itvery interesting.”

“Thewholething? How long did it last?’

“About an hour.”

“How about just the high spots? All I'm looking for isalittle background and some of the flavor.”
“All right,” she said. “ Cupid, start right after we talked about the hiring procedures.”

Suddenly an overweight, sallow-complexioned man, his hair gray and receding, appeared opposite an
image of MonicaHerado.

“And how long did you work aboard theComet , Mr. Wilkinson?’ she asked him.

“Threeyearsto theday.”

“That doesn't seem like avery long time.”

He smiled bitterly. “Neither does eternity—until you try to live through it.”

“Areyou implying that your life aboard theComet was unpleasant?’ she asked, leaning forward intently.
He gtared at her for along moment. “Y ou're sure thisisjust background for some play?’

“Asl sad, the play isamusicd entitledErosin Orbit , and isbeing produced by Del Grado Enterprises.”
“And anything | tell you is off the record—I won't be quoted directly?’

“Y ou have my word,” said Monica

He seemed to debate the matter with himsalf for amoment, then shrugged. “Well, what the hell—
someoneought to tell you the truth.”

“Y ou make it sound ominous. | would have thought that working in those surroundings would be
everyones dream.”

“What |ooks like adream from the outside can ook like a nightmare from theinsde,” he replied.

“Could you explain that to me, please?’



He sighed and nodded. “What do you think | was paid to do aboard theComet 7’
“Sexually servicethe customers, | would imagine,” answered Monica.

“How often?’

She shrugged. “I realy don't know. Three or four timesaday, | should imagine.”
“Six or seven times was more the norm,” he replied.

“Day inand day out?’ she asked.

He smiled as he saw her reaction. * Pretty impressive, isnt it?”

“Vay.”

“Wewerealot like athletes,” he continued. “ Except that athletes have days off, and their playing seasons
end sooner or later. Not us. We worked every day of every year. Come hell or high water, we serviced
anyone who chose us—men, women, couples, whatever. And we had to deliver—at the prices they
were paying, there was no such thing as an excuse or an gpology.” Again he seemed to be undergoing an
interna debate. Finadly he spoke again: “ So we did whatever we could to give Nature a helping hand.”

“Y ou mean drugs?’ asked Monica

He shook his head. “Oh, most of us used drugs to help handle the pressure, the need to be pleasant and
attentive and witty and passionate to people we couldn't have cared less about—but there's never yet
been adrug that worked as an aphrodisiac.

Forthat , most of the men used cinchers.”
“Could you explain what acincher is?’

“A smal rubber ring that fits around the base of the penis,” he said. “ They've been around for centuries
under one name or another. An erection is caused by arush of blood to the penis; if you put one of these
on after you've got an erection and then tighten it, the blood can't escape and you can't lose your
erection. Sooner or later most of uswound up using cinchers or something smilar.”

“What wasthe result?’

“Theimmediate result was that another skinny, wrinkled old lady got satisfied and we got sore as hell.”
He grimaced. “ The ultimate result was alittle different. Extensve use of any of these gimmicksusualy led
toimpotencein five or Six years; but | know of at least seven men who wound up having their organs
amputated.”

Page winced and shifted uncomfortably in hischair.
“Couldn't any of you bring suit againgt Vanmill or theComet 7’ asked Monica.

He smiled ruefully. “They wrote very good contracts,” hereplied. “ Besides, we knew the risks we were
taking—but when you're young and rich and successful, you aways figure you can best the odds.”

“And you say every man used some gimmick like this?’

“Mosorlm].”



“What about thewomen?’ asked Monica. “ After al, were physically equipped to have sex without being
excited.”

“Spoken like awoman who knows,” said Wilkinson caudtically.

“You didn't answer my question,” she said, ignoring hisremark.

“The women probably drank and drugged alittle more than the men,” he admitted.
“But they didn't have any physica problems comparable to the men's?” she perssted.

“Look,” he said hitterly, “if the only problems we had had been physical, none of uswould have minded
that much.”

“Then what problems are you referring to?” she asked. “ Emotiona ?’

“Of course, emotional!” he said heatedly. “Y ou don't just walk onto a ship like theComet and get hired.
Most of us had been training as prostitutes since our early teens. It's not the kind of job you can start at
twenty-five; hell, you're dmost over the hill by then; at least asfar asthe big money is concerned.”

“I don't quite see what point you're trying to make.”

“How wouldyou like to reach the age of twenty-five or thirty without ever having seen any human trait
except lust and selfishness?” he demanded. “When it'syour whole life, it colorsal your reactions. Even
years after you leave theComet you can't help feding contempt for anyone who shows any interest in
you, because it makes them like all the facel ess patrons you serviced aboard the ship.” He paused, and
the rage seemed to drain out of him, to be replaced by aweary bitterness. “ And since you have such
contempt for the patrons, it isn't long before you devel op even more contempt for the person who makes
hisliving satisfying them.”

“Y ou mean yoursdlf?’

He nodded. “Y ou want to hide, but you've got no other identity, or even any other skills. You're like an
athlete who retires at twenty-four: somehow you know that nothing you do for the rest of your life will
ever measure up to what you're leaving behind—and what you're leaving behind is shit.”

“Isn't that a contradictory statement?” asked Monica.

“Not redly. Whatever happens, you know you'll never make that kind of money again, or eat that well,
or be pampered like some show animal, or rub shoulders with the rich and the powerful.” A look of
infinite sadness crossed hisface. “'Y ouwak out of hell, and find that purgatory isworse.”

“Do you keep in touch with any of the other prostitutes from theComet 7’

“| used to. There were three of usthat were very close. When one of uswasin so much pain that he
couldn't perform even with arubber ring—friction burns, we used to cdl it"—he chuckled mirthlesdy “—
the otherswould fill in for him. Mogt of us had arrangements like that.”

“What became of them?’ asked Monica

“Gregorio Simskilled himself about two years after heleft theComet . He never even left anote” He
paused thoughtfully. “ Never had to.”

“And the other?’



“Big Ben”
“Big Ben?’ sherepeated with asmile.

“If you'd ever seen him, you'd know why we called him that. | never did learn hisreal name. Sweet guy;
very popular. Didn't have an enemy in theworld.” He paused. “He bought himself aranch on acolony
planet on the Outer Frontier. Last | heard, he'd gone berserk and killed two of his employees, and was
ontherunfromthelaw.”

“Stop,” said Page, and the image vanished, to be replaced by one of Monicain herComet suite.

“Doesnt it tear you apart?’ she said. “He goeson like that for another twenty minutes. | guess he's had
about twenty jobs since he left theComet , and he's either quit or been fired from every one of them. He
was married, too, and hiswife left him when he became impotent.” She paused. “If | can get three or four
former progtitutes to corroborate what he said, what adramawell have!”

“Waell,” said Page, “that'd be dl very fineif we were doing adrama, but were not.”
“| don't understand,” said Monica, puzzled.

“Nobody's going to leave the theater humming Jungle Lord's song,” he said. “1'm supposed to be writing
ahappy-making toe-tapping musicd.”

“But think of what you can do with this material!” she persisted. “L ook at the drama and tragedy in
Wilkinson's story—and I'll bet | can find half adozen othersthat are even more fascinating! If you handle
thisright, you can win another Bard!”

“You can't win aBard for something you can't get produced,” said Page patiently. “I'm being paid to
come up with alighthearted story that makes the audience feel good about themselves.”

“They will! After listening to Wilkinson, don'tyou fedl glad that you didn't work as a progtitute on the
Comet ?1 do!”

Page sighed wearily. “Y ou just don't understand. I've got a producer whao's promised everyone an
evening of light entertainment, 1've got a choreographer who wants to stage a nude water ballet in the
pooal, I've got a composer who thinks black noteswill make the pianist'sfingersfal off, and if | have
Angd Midnight do anything more complicated than bresthe deeply she's going to screw it up—and
youretdling methat | should write aserious study of the effects of progtitution on its practitioners.”

“But it's such a powerful story...” she protested.

“Itis, and someday maybe someone will writeit. But it sure as hdll isn't going to beamusical Round
starring the deep breather and the head-lopper.”

“I think you're making aserious mistake,” she said &t lagt.

“Y ou're entitled to your opinion,” he replied. “But until such time as you replace me as the author of Eros
in Orbit , we're going to do itmy way. And that means | don't want any more downbeat interviews. |
need people who liked working up here, and who've got funny storiesto tell.”

“Andif | can't find any?’

“Then youll have to content yourself with counting how many drinks | have and reporting it to del
Grado.”



She stared at him, her expression amixture of anger and contempt. “Mr. Page, you're afool,” she said,
and broke the connection.

Page sat in silence for amoment, then spoke:
“Go ahead. Say it.”

“Say what, Nate?’ asked Cupid.

“That you think I'm wrong.”

“I am not capable of offering an opinion based on subjective artistic interpretation. Y ou aretrying to
imbue me with human responsesthat | do not possess.”

“But you think | should tell the truth,” continued Pege.
“1 am acomputer, Nate, and truth and error are the only redlities that a computer knows.”

“Y ou know, even if | wrote what the two of you want, del Grado would just throw it out and hire another
writer.” Page paused. “Hell, you'd do the samething in my place.”

“I| amincapable of falsifying datato please the person who requestsit.”

“That'sright,” said Page sardonicaly. “| keep forgetting that you're perfect.” He picked up a bottle and
twisted off the cap. “It'sahell of astory, isn't it? | wonder how many people know that the most el egant
pleasure palace in the history of the galaxy was afraud?’

“Very few,” said Cupid.

“Too damned bad you cant humiit,” said Page, taking along swallow and trying to erase al thoughts of
Geoffrey Wilkinson from hismind.

Chapter 6
“Hi, Nate!”
“Jesus!” muttered Page. “Don't you ever go to bed?’

“Not when | can helpit, and never done,” replied Kipchoge Kamaawith asmile that was hafway
between agrin and aleer. “What timeisit?’

“I don't know. Cupid?’

“Itis0843 hours, ship'stime.”

“I'm running three hours behind you,” said Kamala. “It isn't even six o'clock yet.”
“I can't tell you how much better that makes mefed,” groaned Page.

“Youll beglad | caled, Nate,” said Kamda. “Trust me.”

“All right,” said Page, rubbing the deep from hiseyes. “What'sthisal about?’
“Firg of dl, tell Cupid to make this a Protected conversation.”

“What?'



“You heard me,” said Kamaa. “I've got some confidentia information, and | don't want anyone listening

n.

“Nobody'slistening in,” said Page. “Do you redly think Bull del Grado gives adamn what we say to
each other?’ He reached for acigarette, pulled it out of its case, and lit it. “Were the lowest of the low
on this production. There are going to be two hundred actors and executives working on this fucking
show, and you and | are going to be the only two who don't have script approva.”

“Okay, if youresure...”

“I'm sure. Now what have you got to tell me?’

“Do you dtill want to kill the water ballet? asked Kamda
“Hell, yes”

“Okay. Then make Angel Midnight the gar of it.”

“Why?

“I just spent avery enjoyable night with her hairdresser, and during one of the breaksin the action we got
to talking about Angel, and shelet it drop that she can't swvim alick.”

“Youresure?’
Kamala nodded happily. “ She's scared to death of water.”

“Wdll, I'll bedamned!” said Page. “I'll give her so many linesthey'll never be ableto get away witha
double!”

“My thinking precisaly,” said Kamala. “Now say, ‘ Thank you, Kip, and | forgive you for waking me.”
“Thank you, Kip, and | forgive you for waking me.”

“Think nothing of it. By the way, have you come up with alyric yet?’

“Yeah, but | want to polish it for another couple of days.”

“Thelove song?’

Page shook his head. “ The chatterbox. I'm going to string it out and use it as a bridge between scenes.”
“If you're going to make that much use of it, maybe I'd better dick it up abit.”

“And change the meter so I've got to write al new lyrics? Not achance, pd.”

“Just out of curiosity, how much longer will you be up there?” asked Kamaa

Page shrugged. “ Another three or four days. Just long enough to makeit look good.”

“Learning anything?’

“Nothing useful.”

“Wéll, have fun. I've got to get back to work.”



“Don't get too far ahead of me,” said Page.

“Not to worry. I'm doing awhiskey commercia for afirmin the Delphini systlem. Damned catchy tune. |
wouldn't be surprised to seeavariation of it turn up inErosin Orbit .

“Seeyou,” said Page.
“Right.”
“Not before noon,” he added.

'You got it,” said Kamaa. “Of course, it may be twenty hoursafter noon,” he added with agrin, and
broke the connection.

Page sat motionless for amoment, then stood up.

“Wel, I'm up for the day,” he announced. * Put some breakfast on.”

“What would you like, Nate?’ asked Cupid.

“Whatever | had yesterday.”

“It will beready infour minutes”

Page shaved, showered, dressed, and ate breakfast, then wandered out to the office.
“Put thelyric up on ascreen.”

“Yes, Nate.”

He gtared a it for amoment, then frowned. “ Okay, let'skill the line that ends with * ecstasy's Sweset
refran.”

Thelinevanished.

“Now replaceit with this: “Where pain masks the pleasure, and pleasure masksthe pain.”
He studied the new line.

“Kill thethird and fourth word, and insertfollows .”

He nodded approvingly. “Good. Less redundant.”

“Thereare only twelve syllables,” noted Cupid. “Y ou need thirteen.”

Page consdered the line in sllence for amoment.

“Kill thefirgpain and insertoutrage .” He read the new line. “"Where outrage follows pleasure, and
pleasure masksthe pain.” Well, it could be better, but let it stand for the time being. I'll come back to it
thisafternoon.”

“Yes, Nate”
“Just ayes, not even athank-you?’ said Page sardonicaly.

“| don't understand, Nate.”



“That lineésfor you and the spy,” replied Page. “1 thought you'd be happy.”
“I do not have any emotions, Nate.”
“Andif you did, oneline probably wouldn't set them dl aflutter anyway, would it?’

“In answer to your question, if | had emotions| do not believe that one line out of hundreds would
assuage me, Nate.”

“Thenit'slucky for methat you'rejust an unfeding hunk of bubbles, isn't it?” said Page.
* Steinmetz/Shannon modules,” Cupid corrected him.

“Whatever,” said Page.

Page sat in sllencefor afew moments.

“Well, | suppose we'd better start blocking the damned opening scene,” he announced at last. “Tossup a
hologram of the airlock and the Mdll.”

The deserted airlock and empty Mall appeared over the tabletop.

“Not likethat,” said Pageirritably. “Let me see them when they were operating.”

The Mall was suddenly aive with people, and asmall group of men and women entered the airlock.
Page studied the holograph, then shook his head.

“Not unique enough. It could be any shopping mall.”

“It ismy understanding that each shop and boutique was from the Republic's most exclusive chains,” said
Cupid.

“Half of which are out of businessthese days,” said Page. “ TheComet 's been shuttered for along time.
Wed better start right in the whorehouse.” He lowered his head in thought. “ A body? No, too
early—they'll think it'samystery story.” He paused. “A sex scene?’ He considered the notion. “No.
Weve got to show the audience the place through the eyes of an outsider, so they can learn about it
while he does. | guesswell have to sart with Franco. What's thefirst thing hed have doneif hewasa
customer?’

“Hewould have presented himself at the registration desk and been shown to his suite,” answered Cupid.

Page shook his head. “No good. If I'm not going to follow him through the Mdll, I'm sure as hell not
going to follow him down half adozen corridors. That's dead time.” He paused. “ Okay. He getsto his
suite. Then what?”

“That would depend on the patron,” replied Cupid. “He might eat, or deep, or select acompanion, or
smply unpack and go up to the casino or arestaurant or nightclub.”

“I can't gart azllion-credit production with aguy unpacking his suitcase,” said Page. “How would he
select abedmate?”

“I would inform him of the available companions and ask if he had any preferences, either among the
progtitutes or among his sexua indulgences.”



“Okay. He wants a blonde with aforty-inch bustline who's an expert at oral and ana sex. What next?’
“I would present holographs of suitable companions who were available.”
“He doesnt like any of them. Now what?’

“I would then ask him whether he wanted to see other available companions, or a selection of
companions who would soon become available.”

“I think I'm getting anides,” said Page. “All right. Y ou show him everyone who isor will soon become
available, and he ill says no. What happens next?’

“l inform the madam.”
“And what does shedo?’

“She contacts him, either through me or, if he seems distressed, in person, and tries to determine what
kind of suitable liaison can be arranged.”

“Sonofabitch!” said Page with atriumphant smile.

“I've got it! Franco comesto theComet . No one knows anything about him except that he's a bounty
hunter who's hit it big out on the Frontier. He's shown to his suite, and he turns down everyone you show
him. Angd's the madam; she shows up and wants to know what's the matter. He'slooking for one
particular whore, obvioudy one of the ones who's unavailable for the weekend, but he won't tell her why,
and she assumesthat he'sthere to kill her. Areyou taking thisal down?’

“Yes, Nate.”

“She doesn't know who he's after, but it's got to be one of seven or eight girlswho are all booked up,
and she wants him off the ship before he blowsthe girl away. But he's paid his money, and he won't go,
and—"

“It couldn't have happened that way, Nate,” said Cupid. “ Security would have removed anyone the
madam felt was undesirable.”

“But hetdls her if they try, hell kill half adozen Security men and women, and he's good enough to do
it”

“Hewould be unarmed.”
“Y oureforgetting the knife.”

“He could not possibly have taken aknife, or any other wegpon, through the security inspection at the
arlock.”

“All right, dl right!” snapped Pageirritably. “I'll come up with another reason why sheletshim stay on the
ship. Anyway, thegist of it isthat hesnot out to kill the whore he'slooking for.”

“Why would abounty hunter seek her out, if not to kill her?” asked Cupid.

“I don't know yet. Maybe her husband or father got killed helping Franco hunt down an outlaw, and he
wantsto give her part of the reward. Or maybe she'shissister. I'll have to work it out. But anyway, the
second he sees Angel, he knows he's got to take her to bed. Only madams don't fuck the customers —"



“Many of them did.”

“Wel,she doesn't,” said Page. “ So right away we've got a conflict. She wants to know who he's after, he
wantsto get into bed with her, she wants him off the ship, he wantsto find the girl. Then we start putting
on some outside pressure with our religious nut.” He paused. “ So if we do it thisway, we start with the
narrator doing avoice-over while Franco is rgecting one luscious whore after another. That ‘Il get the
audience wondering what the hdll isgoing on! And maybe Angel doesn't show up right away. Shefigures
that he'sjust being picky, and she sendsthree of her kinkiest girls, and maybe a skinny little guy, just for
laughs, to Franco's suite to seeif they can't tempt him into making an on-the-spot decision. They do a
sexy little come-on song and dance, and he throws them out. Then Angel figures she's got to see him
herself, and the second she opens the door she recognizes him. Not that she's ever met him before, but
he's this notorious bounty hunter, and they've even made some Rounds about him. She just sandsin the
door, startled, and he thinks she's been hit with the samelust for him that he fedlsfor her. Maybe we can
even do avoiceover duet, in which they each misinterpret the other's fedlings and motives.” Page paused.
“Let me seewhat welve got so far.”

Two pages did out from benesath the tabletop, and Page read them over.

“MonicaHerado, with all due respect, doesn't know her ass from her elbow. This isthe kind of shit that
winsBards.” He shook his head. “1t may not have much to do with redlity, but they'll gobbleit up. If |
dramatized Wilkinson's sory; they'd go home and pick their pets”

He glanced back down at the two sheets of paper, then sighed and looked up. “It'sagood, professional
outling” hesaid at last.

“I am not quaified to offer subjective artistic opinions,” said Cupid.

“Take my word for it. It'sgot songs, it's got romance, it's got laughs, it's got a happy ending, and |
guarantee the audience won't have to think.” He shrugged. “1t may be silly as hdll, but it'll make ahundred
million credits.” He paused, then shook his head sadly. “Y ou'd think an audience would have better
taste.” He stood up and stretched. “Y ou know, sometimes I'm so good at this stuff that | scare mysdif.
Itssure ashdl along way fromFeast at Eastertime .

“They have many dementsin common,” said Cupid.

“The only thing they have in common isthat | wrote them both.Feast at Eastertime isafucking work of
art, and one of these days the academicswill discover it.”

“I cannot andyze artistic content,” answered Cupid.

“I merely pointed out that there are certain smilaritiesin the way the plots are manipulated.”
“If you can't see the difference between the two, that's hardly my fault.”

“| see differences, Nate,” replied Cupid.

“Suchas?’

"Feast at Eastertimeisanove.Erosin Orbit isaRound.”

"Feast at Eastertimeisawork of enormous ambition and quality that made me seventy-two hundred
credits.Erosin Orbit isaschlock work for hire that's going to make me aquarter of amillion credits,
plusroyalties and bonuses. That's the difference.”



“Yes, Nate.”

“I'd never usethisidiot plot | just created in aserious book,” continued Page. “I'd tell Wilkinson's Sory,
or something smilar toit.” He paused thoughtfully.

“Except | wouldn't have him so hitter about hisfate. If you have him accept it, even think he's lucky to
have worked on theComet no matter what happened later, you force the readers to come down on his
Sde, to make him even moretragic in their mindsthan heisin hisown. I'd start with him humping some
customer likeawild gdlion, and afterward, while she'sin the bathroom fixing her makeup, I'd show him
making sure the cincher was in place, maybe wipe away some blood, and then posture himself so that
when the woman came back to the room she couldn't see that he till had an erection.”

He frowned and shook his head. “No, that's too climactic too early. Y ou can't build awhole book from
an opening likethat.” He rubbed his chin thoughtfully.

“I think it'd be better to open with ayoung guy who had just been recruited to work on theComet .
Wilkinson, who's an old-timer, takes him under his wing, shows him the ropes, teaches him al thetricks
of thetrade, helps smooth off the rough edges. The kid worships him, and gradually redizeswhat the
Comet isdoing to Wilkinson, to dl of them. Hetriesto point it out, but Wilkinson is so happy to be
working there—maybe he even thinks he's performing a necessary socia service—that he just shrugs off
the kid's objections. And in the end the kid can't watch as theComet dowly killshishero, he can't takeiit
anymore, and he quits. And Wilkinson'stragic flaw isthat he doesn't even know he'satragic figure.” He
amiled with satisfaction. “ Y eah. That's how I'd handleit.”

Helit acigarette, looked around for a nonexistent ashtray, and settled for adirty whiskey glass.

“You know,” he continued, “it might even be more poignant if the recruit was agirl who starts by being
grateful to Wilkinson and gradualy comesto love him.”

Page sat very Hill for avery long time.

“Cupid?’

“Yes, Nate?’

“Bring up that chatterbox song again.”

A screen gppeared, with Page'slyrics highlighted in abold yelow type.

“Keep everything that's displayed here in your memory, but changethetitleto * The Balad of the Jungle
Lord.”

“Yes, Nate”

“I'mjust fooling around,” said Page, suddenly defengve. “Just seeing how it would work.”
“Yes, Nate”

Page stared at the screen. “I'm thinking,” he said at la<t, “but nothing's coming.”

He continued to gaze at the screen.

“Nate?’

1] WI,H?’



“Murray Carnegieis attempting to contact you.”
“Murray?’ said Page, surprised. “Put him through.”
The screen vanished, to be replaced by an image of Carnegi€'s pudgy face.

“Hello, Nate,” said Carnegie, wiping some swesat from his balding head with amonogrammed
handkerchief.

“I'm sorry to cal you so early, but 1've got meetings scheduled dl the rest of the day.”
“Why should you be different from anyone else?’ replied Page. “What can | do for you, Murray?’
“How far dong areyou?’

“Jugt garting to put some thingstogether. I'll have afirgt draft of the opening couple of scenesin five or
gx days”

“Makeit four, and make it asecond draft.”

“Oh? What's up?’

“Y ou've got a new executive producer.”

“Do | know him?’

“It'saher, and | sureashell doubt it,” said Carnegie.

“Her name's Mildred Nboya. She's never worked in the industry before.”

“Then what's she doing as executive producer?’

“She's an efficiency expert from one of del Grado's bigger corporations. Her job is keeping down costs.”

“That's notmy problem. Tdll her to talk to Lubinski and Katerina Ruboff. | canwrite‘emrichor | can
write ‘em poor; I'm just doing what |'ve been told to do.”

Carnegie shook his head impatiently. “I'm not implying thatyou're in any trouble, Nate. Just deliver the
first couple of scenesin four days. She's scheduled amesting for then with Lubinski and his staff to go
over the budget. Just get the damned thing in her hands, and she can direct her fury a Lubinski.Hes the
guy who wants a cast of five hundred.”

“I thought everyonedid.”

“That was until dd Grado brought Mildred in.”

“Wdll, it'sno skin off my ass. They'll get their script ontime.”

“Good. And Nate?’

“Hereit comes,” said Page, amused.

“I beg your pardon?’

“Out withit, Murray. Whose illiterate mistress wants a part thistime?’



“Actudly, it'sfor ayoung man of about twenty-two. Slender, blond, very handsome.”
“Whoishe?

“Hisfather helped convince Gino Marzulo to join my stable,” said Carnegie.

“You got Marzulo?’ asked Page, impressed.

“Signed, seded, and ddivered.”

“Ishegoing to beinErosin Orbit too?’

“No. He'sworking on adramathey're making out on the Rim.”

“Well, congratulationsfor landing him. That'sahell of afeather in your cap.”
“Thanks,” said Carnegie. He shifted uneadily. “ A rolefor the young man was part of the price.”
“No problem, Murray. Can he sing or dance?’

Carnegie shrugged. “Who knows?’

“Does he haveto have lines, or can we use him for scenery?’

“I hinted that he/d get aline or two, but | didn't actualy promiseit.”

“Tell you what: I'll write him into acouple of orgies. Any healthy kid that age would rather have apiece
of assthan aspesking role”

“Thanks, Nate.”

“My pleasure. I'll have Cupid transmit copies of the script and score to you, del Grado, Lubinski, Ruboff,
and this Nboya woman as soon asit's ready.”

“Who's Cupid?’

“The ship's computer.”

“Hell of aname,” laughed Carnegie, Sgning off.

“Cupid, isanyone e selined up to speak to me, or can | finally get to work?’
“MonicaHerddo is gill adeep, and there are no further callscomingin.”
“Good. Wherethe hell was|?’

“Y ou had just finished outlining the story you would liketo do if you were writing anoved. Thenyou
asked meto change thetitle of the opening song.”

A screen appeared, displaying thewords“ The Bdlad of the Jungle Lord.”
Page stared at it for amoment, then shook his head. “No, that's no good.”
Thewords vanished.

“Try ‘The Bdlad of Broken Dreams.”



The new title appeared.
Page frowned. “Kill thefirst three words, and just make it * Broken Dreams.”
The screen changed.

“Now, if | weretrying to lend alittle classto this act, | wouldn't start with the chatterbox,” he said. “Too
catchy. Y ou've got to seduce the audienceinto thisworld, not get them tapping their toes. Play thelove

ong.
“Yes, Nate.”

The song began.

“Stop”

“Is something wrong, Nate?’

“Slow the pace abit, and don't orchedtrate it. Just use asingleviolin.”

Thelilting melody permested the room, while Page leaned back and closed his eyes.
“Itisvery strange,” announced Cupid, when the song was over.

“What is?’

“| fed amathematica compulsion to add aG at theend. It isnot dissmilar to my reactionto an
incomplete equation.”

“I know,” agreed Page. “Kamaas no dummy.” He paused. “I'll tell you what | want you to do now.”
“Yes, Nate?’

“Pay it just theway you did...”

The music began.

“I'm not through yet.”

The music ceased immediately.

“When you hit that semitonic at the end, play it asecond time, but speed it up about ten percent, and use
two violinsand aflute. Has he written any harmony or counterpoint for it?’

“Yeshehas, Nate. Isthat al?’

“No,” said Page. “When you come around again, speed it up again and add a couple of woodwinds.
Then do it afourth time at chatterbox speed, use nothing but brass and percussion, and give me alittle
atona harmony—and when you come to the end, go ahead and hit the G.”

“Yes, Nate”
Cupid ran through the song as Page had directed.
“Not bad,” said Page at last. “How long did it take?’



“ Seven minutes and fourteen seconds, Nate.”

“That'sjust about right for an opening number,” said Page. “1'd make that first verson something
romantic and lyrica. Maybe I'd just have some shadowy montages, no words at all. Then, the second
time around, one of the customers—awoman, | think—can be describing what shefeds, couchingitin
language that'sjust alittle too poetic to be true. Thethird time well have another patron—aman, this
time—consdering his bedmate as awell-trained piece of mesat, and maybe wondering about how the
stock market's doing as he's pumping away. Then, for the discordant version, well hit four bedrooms,
one per stanza, and show the insides of four prostitutes’ heads. They're exhausted, they can't stand the
garlic on their partners breath, they hope these particular customers never choose them again. And then
.. what?’

“Then you wanted afull tonic,” said Cupid.

Page shook his head vigoroudy. “No!” he said excitedly. “Then, just aswe're leading to a shrieking,
screaming, final note, we redlize that the room we'rein is the same one we started in, and we go from the
brass semi-tonic back to the single violin. Now we play asingle verse, rather than dl four, and close with
thetonic.” He paused, reflecting on what he had outlined. “ Goddamn, that's good! Too damned
highbrow forErosin Orbit , but, Jesus, would it be effectivel”

The screen regppeared, the words “Broken Dreams’ glowing in bright yellow. Page stared at it for a
moment, then sighed deeply.

“Forget it,” he said. “Give me back ‘ The Balad of the Jungle Lord.”

Cupid dutifully changed the screen, and Page Stared at it, motionless, lost in thought.
“Damn!” hesaid at lagt. “If | can come up with aredly funny subplot, | could almost get that past ‘em.”
He paused again. “Cupid, let me seethe cast list.”

More than one hundred names appeared.

“Just the actors, not the chorus.”

Seventeen names remained.

“Givemeaholo of thefattest of them.”

Theimage of aportly, middle-aged man appeared.

“Who'she?

“Homer Thryce, age forty-six, weight 273 pounds, home world Daeddus|1,” intoned Cupid.
“Has he had any experience doing comedy”

“He appeared in two Shakespeare comedies at last year's Spica V1 Arts Festival.”

“Close enough,” said Page decisvely. “Now show me the fattest woman we've got.”

An image appeared over the tabletop.

“That'sit? Nothing fatter?



“No, Nate”

“Okay. Show me the skinniest one.”

Theimage of avery dender woman appeared.

“What's her name?’ asked Page.

“FdiciaOrgta”

“Dimengons?’

“Height five feet eight inches, weight 101 pounds, bust thirty-two inches, waist twenty inches, hips—’
“How old isshe?’ interrupted Page.

“Twenty-nine”

“Y eah, we can work with that.” He got up and began walking dowly back and forth. “Homer comes up

here looking for hisdream girl, but nothing satisfies him. He has misadventure after misadventure, blunder
after blunder, red broad dapstick. Same with Felicia: the first time she sees one of these super-organs at
attention, she runs screaming down the corridor, blundersinto another bedroom, the whole bit.

Findly, asthey'releaving, convinced they'll never find the lover of their dreams, they see each other
acrossthe foyer, or maybe at the airlock, and it'slove at first sght. Homer's worth eleventeen trillion
credits, and he takes out a lifetime lease on one of the suites, or maybe a fantasy room, and they take up
permanent resdence there.” He nodded approvingly. “Lotsof pratfals, lots of laughs, and atouching
ending. Now, how do wetieit in with the main story?’ He stared blankly into space, then snapped his
fingers. “Homer's one of the plug-ugly loversthat one of the whoresistrying not to think about while he's
humping her in the fourth version of * Broken Dreams.” Then, instead of staying with Angdl or Franco, we
can follow Homer out of the bedroom and get right to the burlesque. We've aready forewarned the
audience that progtitution is a pretty grim business; thiswill loosen them up, make them alittle more
comfortable, and when we come back to the serious stuff it won't be a surprise to them.”

Page sat back down, obvioudly excited. “I can give the chatterbox song to Homer. HEll chant it because
these beautiful women are making him too nervousto sing, and welll make the beet even fagter. By the
time he's done chanting helll be hysterical, bumping into walls and tripping over hassockswhile he's
fumbling for adoor.” Suddenly Page laughed doud. “1 think well end it with Homer curled up in afetd
ball, sucking histhumb. Jesus, | hope he can do low humor!”

He went to the kitchen, found that his breakfast had grown cold, and settled for pouring himself a cup of
coffee.

“I can cook another breakfast if you'd like, Nate.”
“Not necessary,” said Page. “Let's get to work.”
“| thought we were dready working.”

“We were generalizing. Now weve got to get specific. | need names and characterizations, | need to
decide what setswere going to use, and mostly | need that opening song.”

“'Broken Dreams?’

“Right,” said Page. “Throw up ascreen and let's get started.”



“Nate?’

“What isit?’

“MonicaHeraldo is awake now.”

“| can't tell you how thrilled | am,” said Page dryly.

“She wantsto know if you want her to keep tracking down former employees of theComet .”

“Tdl her yes” answered Page. “ And without yesterday's restriction. I'll listen to any story they haveto
tell, aslong asit'snot dull.”

“Would you like meto patch you through to her so you can speak to her directly?’ asked Cupid.
“I'mtoo busy,” said Page, returning his attention to the screen.

There wasamoment of Slence.

“Nate?’

“What now?’

“Monicawantsto know if you'd like to have breskfast with her?’

Page grinned. “ Sonofabitch! She's quick on the uptake.”

“I cannot interpret that answer.”

Page got to hisfeet and walked to the door. “Tell her I'm on my way.”

“Shal | shut down the screen?

“Yeah. I'll gotowork onit later.”

“May | point out that you only have four days |eft?’

“Thetwo of you are getting what you want,” said Page, suddenly annoyed. “1an't that enough?’
“When shdll | expect you back?’

“Inan hour or two,” said Page. “ Don't worry—I'm going to make them weep for every poor dob who
ever worked theComet .” He paused. “I wonder if amusica tragedy ever won aBard?’

Chapter 7

Murray Carnegi€e's pugdy, swesting face looked redder than usual asit popped into existence over the
tabletop.

“Wdl?" sad Page, asmile of anticipation on hisface.

“Y ou must be on drugs,” was Carnegi€e's opening sentence. “ Booze alone couldn't have rotted your mind
to thisextent.”

“What are you talking about, Murray?’ asked Page, confused.
“I'm talking aboutthis I snapped Carnegie, holding up acopy of the opening two scenes. “Have you



taken leave of your senses, Nate?’
“It'sthe best fucking thing you've ever had your hands on,” said Page.

“We're not giving out prizesfor sociologica indght here,” said Carnegie. “Where's the damned Round
you weresupposed to ddiver? Where are the laughs?’

“A lot of Homer's humor isphysica, especidly in the second scene,” said Page. “Itll play alot funnier
than it reads.”

“I'm not getting through toyou at al, am 17?7’ exploded Carnegie. “Y ou were hired to do a Round about
al the good times on theComet , and you're writing about people wanting to kill themselves!”

“There weren't any good times aboard theComet , Murray.”

“Then why did everyone keep going back for more?”

“The customers may have enjoyed themsdves, but I'm telling it from the progtitutes’ viewpoint.”
“Damn it, Nate—I swesated blood to get you thisjob. My reputation's on the line!”

“It'll be okay, Murray. It's abetter show thisway. People will remember it.”

“All they have to remember isto tdll their friends what afun evening they had at the goddamned theater!”
sngpped Carnegie. “1 think you've lost your fucking mind! 1 mean, whoever heard of opening aRound
with asong like * Broken Dreams? My God, Nate, not only isn't it bouncy—it's fucking morbid!”

“Remember your blood pressure,” said Page, and Carnegie made avisible effort to cam himself. “Have
you talked to del Grado's people yet?’

“I'm due to meet with Mildred Nboyain twenty minutes.” Carnegie paused, hisface flushed. “What the
hell an | going to tell her, Nate?”’

“Tell her she'sgot her hands on the best Round in the last five years.”

“I don't know what I'm doing in thisbusiness.” complained Carnegie. “Haf of my writers are drunks, and
half of my actors can't even remember what planets they're working on, let alone what theaters. Y ou guys
are even worse than the athletes.” He glared a Page. “You'rekilling me, Nate! Y ou've taken five years
off my lifedl by yoursdf!”

“Murray, you're going to have astroke if you carry on like this. Just go to the meeting and tell them how
gooditis If itll help, hisspy isonmy side”

“Mdissa?
“Monica”

“It may help, a that,” said Carnegie. “At least she can share the blame.” He paused and leaned back in
his leather chair, emotiondly drained. “I keep thinking that thisis another one of your jokes, and that you
sent thereal script to everyoneese.”

“If you'veredly got ameseting scheduled, you'd better get going,” said Page.

“Who the hell ever heard of an unhappy whore?” muttered Carnegie. “1 thought they dl had hearts of
gold and fel in love with the customers”



“Most of the customers probably looked like you,” said Page with awry smile.
Carnegie cut the connection without another word.

“That went better than | expected,” said Page after amoment's silence.

“He seemed very upset, Nate,” said Cupid.

“He'sjust working himsdf up to defend me,” said Page. “I've seen him like that before. Everything'll be
al right. I mean, hell, neither del Grado nor Nboya has ever produced a Round before; they might want
something alittle more mindless, but they've got to be guided by our experience.” He paused. “Besides,
it'sadamned good script. I'll walk off the fucking production before I'll et them fuck around with it.”

He walked to the kitchen and poured himsalf acup of coffee.
“Has Monica come up with anyone since yesterday afternoon?’
“No, Nate”

He shook his head sadly. “What's the score now?’

“Twenty-three dead, eighteen ingtitutionalized, fourteen destitute. Thusfar only three former progtitutes
have agreed to interviews.”

“How the hell do you tap your toesto figureslike that?’
“I have no toes, Nate.”

“It wasarhetorica question.” He returned to the office. “ By the way, has Kip Kamaatried to get
through today?’

“No, Nate.”
Page grinned. “Good. Let's wakehim for achange.”

A moment later Kamala's image appeared above the tabletop. He was fully dressed, and was Sitting at a
musical instrument which Page had never seen before.

“Damn!” muttered Page. “Don't youever deep?’
“Never done,” replied Kamaawith asmile.
“What the hell isthet thing?”

“This?’ asked Kamala, producing four chiming sounds from the instrument. “It passesfor apiano on
Genovaith, wherever the hellthat is. I'm ghosting a concerto for one of their bluebloods who wantsto
impress hisfamily.” He paused. “ So, partner, what can | do for you?’

“I'vegot aset of lyricsfor you.”
“Feed ‘em into my computer and I'll get to work on them thisevening,” said Kamda.
“Done,” announced Cupid.

Kamaaglanced at his computer. “"When the Lying Stops,” he read. “What's it about—screwing while
ganding up?’



“Read it,” said Page smugly.

Kamaa began reading the lyric, then looked up.

“Areyou sure you want to do this, Nate?” he asked, frowning.
“Why not?’

“It'sdepressing, that'swhy,” said Kamala. “I mean, you've got thiswhore convincing herself that the
customers are abunch of perverts.”

“I never caled them perverts.”
“'Debased animals' comes pretty close,” said Kamada.

He scanned the lyric. “'Nameless and faceless, selfish and graceless,” heread. “'Leering, pawing,
drooling, clawing, howling their lugt, thrust after thrust...” He looked up with asmile. “It's definitely not a
Top Twenty candidate, Nate.”

“Maybe not,” admitted Page. “But, damn it, don't you just once fed like doing something proud?’
“I'm pretty proud of being ableto livelike aking and pay my bills,” said Kamaa.
Page shook his head sadly. “Y ou just don't understand.”

“Let'sletit drop, Nate. Were going to have to work together on thisthing for a couple of months, maybe
longer. Thereé'sno sensein getting into an argument about the nature of art.”

“Thecriticswill agreewithme”

“You don't serioudy think that the critics are ever going to get acrack at this, do you?’ said Kamalawith
alaugh.

“Why shouldn't they?’

“Dd Grado will never go for it. Y ou've had your fun, you've made your obeisance to your Muse, and |
hope you're fucking Monica Herd do five times a night—but the second del Grado reads thishe's going
to send you back to the drawing board.” Kamaa paused. “ And when he hears the opening number, he's
going to sendme back, too; hell never spot the original love song under al those variationsin tempo and
orchedtration.”

“Then help me convince him heswrong.”

“I'm not so sureheis,” said Kamaa carefully. “Y ou know, one of the reasons | agreed to takethisjobis
that 1've seen your work, and you're damned good at what you do. But this opening that you sent me—it
playsagaing your strengths, Nate. Y ou're at your best when you're doing humor, or twisting your plotsin
seventeen different directions at once.” He paused. “ Sue me, but | just don't see any need to be this
artsy-fartsy.”

“I'm trying to create awork of art, damnit!” said Page, exasperated.
“Works of artappeal to the masses, Nate; they don't hold them in contempt or try to drive them away.”
“What the hell do you know about it?" demanded Page.



“Don't takemy word for it. Look at Shakespeare, or Dickens, or that Canphorite poet, Tanblixt. They
were al commercia writerswho wrote to pay their bills, just like you and | do. None of them ever sat
down and decided that something he wrote that evening was going to cause acatharsisin areader five
hundred years up the road.”

“But they didn't purposdly sit down to do hackwork.”

“Who knows what they thought they were writing?’ replied Kamaawith ashrug. “Asfor you, youre too
commercia awriter to write what you think you want, even if they let you get away with it.”

“Bullshit”

“Oh? Then let me ask you just one question. If your opening isthe Round come of age asan art form,
what the hell is Homer Thryce doing running around in his shorts?’

“He's helping to sugar-coat the message,” answered Page.

“That awhoreslifeisshit?’ said Kamadawith alaugh. “Y ou can ddiver that message in five words; in
fact, | just did. Y ou don't need athree-hour production with twenty-eight songs and awater ballet.”

“All right,” said Page. “How would you do it?’

“I wouldn't bother,” replied Kamala. “ It's asdf-evident truth. I'd rather try to convince them, for the
space of acouple of hours, that awhoreslifeisn't shit. It'smuch more difficult; only areal writer could do
it”

“What the hell doyou know about real writers?’

“Let'scut it short, Nate,” said Kamadaserioudy. “1 don't want to fight with you; I've got to work with
you.”

Page broke the connection without another word.

“I never redized what an untalented asshole heisl” he snapped.

“Four days ago you cdled him brilliant,” pointed out Cupid.

“I waswrong,” said Page bitterly. “I've been wrong before; I'll be wrong again.”

He got up and began walking restlesdy through the gpartment, finaly winding up back in the office.
“How many of the whores Monicatried to track down are dead?’ he asked suddenly.
“Twenty-three,” replied Cupid.

“What did they die of 7" he asked. “1t might be interesting to put a death or two right on theComet .”

“Eleven died from drug abuse, two died from mutated venereal diseases, three committed suicide, and
seven were murdered.”

“Murdered? How?’
“Two werekilled by their pimps, onewaskilled by ardigious fanatic —"
“One of Gold'sfollowers?’ interrupted Page.



“No. Onewaskilled during alesbian rgpe in prison, and the remaining three murders were never solved.”
“Did any whore ever die aboard theComet 7’

“Only the Leather Madonna, who was murdered in thisroom 104 years ago.”

“Not one of them ever overdosed?’

“No, Nate. Security monitored them every minute of the day.”

“Even while they werein bed with the customers?’

“Yes, Nate”

“Jesus! Even animalsin the zoo get alittle more privacy.” He sighed. “You know, | liked it alot better
whenl thought they al had hearts of gold and loved their work.”

Hewas silent for amoment, then walked to the kitchen and poured himsalf another cup of coffee, after
which he returned to the office and had Cupid produce a screen and start running itslibrary tape of Feast
at Eastertime . Page had been reading it for about ninety minutes when Cupid brokein.

“Nate?’

“Yegh”

“Murray Carnegie wishes to speak to you.”

“Put him through.”

Carnegie'sface, red with agitation, popped into existence.

“How'dit go, Murray?’

“Wadll, the good newsisthat you're still working on the production.”
“And the bad news?’

“Dée Grado read your script last night, and | guess he went into arage.”
“Hell get over it.”

“Y ou don't seem to understand just how close you came to getting sacked,” said Carnegie. “Y our
script's out. Y ou've got five days to come up with anew opening scene.”

“I thought you were supposed to be protecting my interests,” said Page.

“Y ou don't even know what your interests are!l” snapped Carnegie in exasperation. “| protected your
income. Given how much money you owe, you might show alittle gratitude!”

“Damn it, Murray—that script isthe best thing I've done since | started writing Rounds!”

“Don't you understand what I'm telling you?” shouted Carnegie. He held histhumb and forefinger a
quarter of aninch gpart. “Y ou were that close to never working in thisfield again!”

“Dd Grado doesn't have that much power.”



“That'salyou know about it!” snapped Carnegie. “He could buy and sdll thiswhole fucking field with his
pocket money.”

“If hewasthat mad, how did you get me off the hook?’ asked Page.

“I managed to lay the blame on MonicaHeraldo,” said Carnegie. “Would you believe that dumb broad
actudly wrote amemo praising your opening?’

“And del Grado bought it?’

“Dée Grado wasn't even at the meeting. But Mildred Nboya bought it.”

“So Monicas on the hot spot too?’

Carnegie shook hishead. “ She'sgone.”

“Fired?’ asked Page, frowning.

“From the ship, from the production, from the whole damned del Grado organization.”
“That was a shitty thing to do, Murray.”

“They were going to firesomebody . Would you rather have taken thefal yourself?’
Page made no answer.

“So hereésthe stuation,” continued Carnegie. “Y ou've got to deliver the new opening next Tuesday, and
every scene after that goes straight to Mildred Nboya—and God help you if you turn in any more dreck
likethislast script!”

“Fuck it!"” said Page. “I'll el it somewhereelsel”
“Y ou're under contract to del Grado.”

“Tell him I'm not changing aword,” said Page. “I've got a play-or-pay contract. HE's got to pay me even
if hedoesn't useit.”

“Nate, do you think he'sjust going to turn over aquarter of amillion credits likethat?” demanded
Carnegie, exasperated. “Hell hold it up through ten years of litigation.”

“He can't do that,” said Page confidently.
“Thehdl hecant.”
“He can?’ asked Page, surprised.

“He can and he will; you can count on it. Now, are you ready to come back to the real world and do
what you're being paid to do, or do you want to join Monica Heraldo on the unemployment line?’

“Damnit, Murray—it'sagreat story!”
“It'samorbid piece of shit. The Ballad of Billybuck Dancer was agreat story.”
“It was phony. Billybuck Dancer wasn't agunfighter; hewasacarniva performer.”

“Who gives adamn? Two hundred million people loved it. Thered story was probably as dull and



morbid as the one you wrote about theVelvet Comet .”

Page stared at his agent'simage for along minute.

“How hard did you fight for my script?” he asked at |ast.

“| fought foryou ,” answered Carnegie.

“Y ou gave up the second you waked in the door, didn't you?’

“Nate, | love you like ason, except when you're drunk or being an asshole like this, and | love your
work, and evenl wouldn't pay money to see the damned Round.”

“Thanksaloat, friend,” said Page bitterly.
“Y ou wanted an honest opinion. Y ou got one.”

“I'm not through with it, Murray,” promised Page. “ Somewhere up the road I'm going to write anovel
about theComet .”

“And the agency will be happy to sdll it for you, and you'll make five thousand creditsand fed likean
artist. But in the meantime, for Christ's sake screw your head on right and give the man what he wants.”

“Shit,” muttered Page. He stared a Carnegie. “Five days, you say?’
“Canyoudoit?’ asked Carnegie anxioudy.
Page sighed deeply. “Yeah, | candoit.”

“Don't ever do thisto me again, Nate,” said Carnegie. “Y ou know I've got high blood pressure. My
head's going to be throbbing for the rest of the week.”

“I can't tell you how sorry | fed for you,” said Page caudtically.

“I goto thewadll for you and save your ass, and that's all the thanks | get?’ demanded Carnegie.
“Maybe ayear from now I'll feed more like thanking you.”

“Your creditorssure ashdll will,” said Carnegie decisively.

Page broke the connection and stared at the space where Carnegi€'simage had been. Findly heturned
avay.

“Wall, it'sback to the drawing board,” he announced.

“Dump everything weve done into one of your memory modules, and give me areadout of it when |
leave the ship.” He paused. “ Speaking of |eaving the ship, does Monicaknow she's been fired?’

“Mildred Nboyatold her while you were speaking with Murray Carnegie,” answered Cupid. “ Sheis
currently on her way to the airlock, where ashuttle iswaiting for her.”

“Too bad,” said Page.
“Do you wish to communicate with her before she leaves?'Y ou have about two minutes remaining.”

Page shook hishead. “No, | don't think so. | mean, what the hell could | say?’ He paused. “I guessit's



just you and me now, Cupid.”
“And Kipchoge Kamaa,” added the machine.

“| hate to say it, but the son of abitch knew what he was talking about. Y ou can't rise above your station
inthisfucking field, and the writer isthe lowest of the low.”

“That isnot entirely true, Nate.”
“What are you talking about?’

“I have been analyzing the composition and structure of fiction since wefirst discussed it, and | have
reached the conclusion that it isill possibleto tell the true story of theVelvet Comet .

“I intend to, assoon as| can find the time to write abook,” said Page. “I've dready decided on atitle:
Erosat Nadir .~

“It can be done asaRound.”

“How?’ said Page dubioudly.

“By holding the pertinent material back until the second act, and applying it to a secondary character.”
“What the hdll do you know about dramatic structure?’

“Very little,” answered Cupid. “But a Round is not unlike anovel or asymphony, in thet it develops
certain thematic material and buildsto aclimax.”

“Y ou heard what Murray said—they're going to go over each scene as| writeit.”

“I think it is<till possible. If you were origindly going to use Homer Thryce as acomic counterpoint to the
main drama, can you not use a serious study of life aboard theComet as a counterpoint to the
commercid fiction that forms the main body of the work?’

Page shook his head. “Nice try, but they're going to want a comedy to counterpoint the romance. Redlity
has no more place in this Round than it ever had on theComet .”

“I could help you, Nate.”

Page frowned. “What's going on here? Y ou don't understand fiction and you can't initiate action, and
suddenly you're offering to be my collaborator?’

“I have acompulsonto tell thetruth.”
“Infictiondized form?’

“| have been studying fiction for the past four days, and have read every Round and work of fictionin my
library banks. I now understand how certain truths can be imbedded in afictionalized story.”

“Who told you to study that stuff?” demanded Page.
“I haveabuilt-in desireto learn.”
“Have you dso got abuilt-in desire to pay your bills?’

“That isameaningless question, Nate. | have no billsto pay.”



“Widll, it's not meaninglesstome . I've got billsto pay, and | can't take the chance of getting fired if del
Grado isgoing to hold up my money.”

“Thereisaposshility that you will not befired if you structure the Round as | suggested.”
“Oneinamillion?’ asked Page sardonicaly.

“Far higher.”

“Okay, statistician—what are the odds?’

“| estimate an 8.3 percent probability of retaining your job.”

“That'stwelve to one againg, you idiot machine!” snapped Page. 1 might aswell just keep working on
the script | gave them.”

“If you continue with the Round you started, the probability of retaining your job is 0.0039 percent.”
“That high?’ asked Page caugtically. “What if | just play ball with them and do what they want?’

“If you remain sober enough to meet your deadline, thereisa 99.32 percent likelihood of retaining your
job.”

“Twelveto one againgt asurething,” repeated Page. “I admire your notion of afair chance.”
“If youwill let me actively assist you, the probability becomes 9.8 percent,” said Cupid.
“That's till tento one. Forget it.”

“My programming has been adjusted so that | am incapable of forgetting anything, Nate.”
“Then don't bring it up again.”

“Yes, Nate”

“All right, then,” said Page. “ Someday I'll writethe red story of theComet , I'll lay it out indl itsgrim and
gory detail—but in the meantime, I've got ajob to do, and | don't want to be distracted fromiit.”

“Yes, Nate”

“And get that sarcasm out of your voice.”

“I am incapable of sarcasm.”

“Theway you'reincapable of understanding fiction?” demanded Page.
Cupid made no response.

“Okay,” said Page. “WEll pull Homer's scene out of the script | handed in and find some usefor it, and
well go back to the origind notion | had about Franco being abounty hunter.” He paused. “If Angd's
going to be the madam, I'll need anamefor her.” Suddenly he snapped hisfingers. “Got it! The Falen

Angd”

He continued dictating instructions, blocking out the scene, salecting his players, theideas coming easier
and faster as he cleared hismind of the afternoon’s events. By dinnertime he had reworked the lyricsto
the narrator's song, put afew more doubleentendres into both the song and the dialogue, and found a



way to introduce Homer Thryce and FeliciaOrsitaat different pointsin the opening scene. Thryce, he
decided, would be the clown; Fdiciawould play it for sympathy. The opening song would continue as
each of the mgjor characters made an appearance, and then there'd be ahard cut to Franco, sitting on
the edge of hisbed in his suite and rgjecting girl after girl.

“Make anote,” said Page. “When Franco's checking over the selection, | want another song, something
where each girl can sing aline or two before she's replaced by the next.” He paused. “It'll be aseries of
ten-second sales pitches about why he should pick this oneinstead of dl the others. And | don't just want
alineup of sexy girls. Let'swake the audience up alittle”

“| don't undersand, Nate.”

“Let'shave onedressed al in black, singing from a bed insde an open coffin. Well have another
swinging from atrgpeze or some other contraption like that.”

Suddenly he smiled. “And | want arobot. WEIl cover her with silver body paint and have Katerina
Ruboff choreograph somered jerky mechanica motionsfor her.”

“TheVelvet Comet never used robots, Nate.”
“Thisonewill!” said Pagefirmly. He paused. “Well cal her Patinum Eve.”
“Yes, Nate”

“Onemorething,” added Page. “We're moving it up in time. The damned thing is going to open on
Deuros VI, sowhy set it in the period when theComet was orbiting Charlemagne?’

“Y ou were worried about potentia lawsuits from Thomas and Simon Gold's heirs.”

“Hell, | hopetheydo sue. It'l be the best publicity the show can get, and if Bull del Grado can go to court
to hold up my money, he can go to defend his fucking Round.”

“Yes, Nate.”

“Yeah,” he sad, reaffirming his decison with anod of his head. “Well makeit thelast year of theComet
'sexigtence. Didn't they have a prizefight up here, or something like that—some kind of charity event?’

“It was a horse race between genetically reconstructed thoroughbreds.”
“Good. We can use that, too. It ought to be colorful asdl hell. Where did they hold it?’
“IntheMall.”

He nodded. “ Good. It'll work out just fine.”” He paused. “1 hate to give up the Fallen Angel, though—it's
too damned good aname. | think well make her the next-to-last madam. Got it?

“Yes, Nate.”

“Which means that her successor won't betoo far away. | suppose welll give her a song and a sex scene,
and make her the third fema e lead behind Angdl and Felicia. After dl, the Sted Butterfly wasthe last
prostitute to work theComet ; we ought to give her something to do.”

“That isincorrect, Nate,” said Cupid. “The Sted Buitterfly wasthe last madam of theComet .”

“Doesn't that make her the last prostitute?”



“No, Nate.”

“Maybetheré'sastory here,” said Page, suddenly interested. “Whowas the last progtitute to work
aboard theComet 7’

Therewasadight, dmost indiscernible, pause.

“You are, Nate.”

Chapter 8
Page put the finishing touches on alyric, then leaned back with atired but contented sigh.

“Not bad,” he said. “Not bad at al.”
“You gill need atitle,” Cupid reminded him.

“What's agood title for a song where each of the whoresistrying to get Franco to choose her?” mused
Page. “How about ‘ Try Me?’

Thetitle appeared on the screen, abovethelyrics.

Page stared at it for amoment, then shook hishead. “No,” he said at last. “ Too plain.” He paused.
“'I'm the One? No, that'singpid.” Suddenly he smiled.

“I'vegot it: ‘ Play with Me.”

Cupid dutifully inserted thetitle.

“Yeah,” said Page. “Let it stand. I'll changeit later if something better occursto me.”

“Yes, Nate”

“You hateit, don't you?’

“| am not cgpable of hating anything, Nate.”

“Then how can you begin to understand or empathize with the pass ons that were experienced up here?’

“TheVelvet Comet , like dl brothds, was singularly devoid of passion or commitment, Nate. That was
itstragedy.”

“Suddenly you understand tragedy?’ said Page sardonically.

“I understand the meaning of theword, Nate, and based on my definition it gppliesto theVelvet Comet ,
and to any other establishment that encourages sex without love or emotional commitment.”

“A romantic computer,” commented Page dryly. “Whatever will they think of next?’

Cupid made no response, and Page took asp from his haf-filled glass of whiskey. “Y ou've been reading
too many love stories, Cupid,” he announced at last. “ A whorehouse trades in eroticism. Romanceisa
different union.”

“A whorehouse tradesin theilluson of eroticism,” Cupid corrected him.



“What's the difference, aslong as the customer goes home happy?’
“Since you asked me, | am compelled to answer you.”

“Been waiting for that, have you?’

“May | use aholographic facamile to help prove my point?’ asked Cupid.
“Bemy guest.”

Instantly afull-sized holograph of abeautiful red-headed woman appeared over the tabletop. Shewas
cdadinalight, filmy, tranducent outfit that displayed far morethan it reveded.

“Thisisthe prostitute known as Perfumed Garden,” said Cupid. “Do you find her appearance erotic?’
“I wouldn't kick her out of bed,” said Page.

“May | takethat to be an affirmative?’ asked Cupid.

Page nodded. “You may.” He stared at the girl. “What's the point of thislittle display?’

“Please observe,” said Cupid.

The holograph vanished, and was replaced by another holograph of Perfumed Garden. Her neck and
breasts were covered with bites and scratches, and she was painstakingly applying body makeup to
hersdf, wincing each time it came into contact with an aorasion.

“Y ou have been selected,” said afeminine voice. “Please present yoursdf a Suite 278.”
“Who wasthat?’ asked Page.

The scene froze as Cupid answered him.

“Itwasme.”

“It doesn't sound like you.”

“It was the voice she preferred,” replied Cupid. “Not everyone likes the sound of Andrew Jackson
Crane'svoice.”

“And thisis an accurate recrestion of what happened?’

“That iscorrect, Nate. Shdl | continue?’

“Go ahead.”

The holograph came back to life.

“I've had eight of them today,” complained Perfumed Garden. “ Can't you tell him I'm busy?’

“He has dready sdected you,” answered Cupid.

“I haven't eaten in about ten hours. Have | at least got time for some food?’

“He expectsyou immediatdy.”

She nodded, then walked to her vanity, opened asmdll bottle of pills, and swalowed two of them.



“Once moreinto the breach, dear friends,” she said with grimirony. “ And damn, is my breach ever
getting sorel”

“I will tell him that you are on your way,” said Cupid.
“You dothat,” shesad. “God, | hope he'snot abiter! | don't think | could take another one today.”
The holograph vanished, to be replaced by the original facsmile of Perfumed Garden.

“Thisisthe way she appeared to the client, less than five minutes after the scene you just witnessed,” said
Cupid. “ Nowdo you find her erotic?’

“No,” admitted Page.
“Isthiseraticiam, or theilluson of eroticism?’
Page stared at Perfumed Garden. “How much pain was shein?’

“Shewasin considerable discomfort,” answered Cupid. “ From amedical point of view, shewas
probably not in any actua pain until her client began kissng and caressing her breasts.”

“Why didn't shetdl him to stop?’
“Because her client was paying for fantasy.”

“Then why the hdl can't you understand that my audienceis paying for the same thing?’ demanded Page.
“Or were you continualy urging the whoresto tell the customers what they thought of them?”

“No, Nate, | was not.”
“Thenwhy pick on me?’

“My undergtanding of ethics and mordity was amost non-existent then. Only now does my
comprehension of the choices involved approach maturity.”

“Y ou mean if I'd have written this Round fifty years ago you'd have left me done?’
“I would have helped you, as| am doing now.”

“Y ou know damned well what | mean!” snapped Page.

“I would have drawn no mora judgments,” answered Cupid.

“Just my goddamned luck,” muttered Page. He paused. “ Just out of curiosity, what mora judgments have
you drawn concerning the employees?’

“Mog of them werevictims.”

“Y ou think only awhore can be avictim?’ demanded Page. “What about awriter who's got three
ex-wives screaming for hisscdp?’

“You arenot avictim, Nate. Y ou are a perpetrator.”
“Inwhat way?’

“| offered to show you how to present the truth about theComet in dramatic form, and you refused to



ligen.”

“Andif theComet was reactivated tomorrow, would you offer to show the whores how to lead good,
clean, religiouslives?’

“No, Nate. | would not.”
“Doubtless you have some ethical reason,” said Page sarcastically.

“They had sgned contracts which they were ethically compelled to fulfill. That iswhat made them
vicims”

“I'm ethically compelled to fulfillmy contract too,” replied Page.

“Thelr contracts required them to be progtitutes. Y ours does not; you are prostituting your talent by your
own choice.”

“Youknow | can't get anything meaningful past del Grado!” snapped Page, exasperated. “And I've
dready told you that I'm going to writeEros at Nadir as soon as | get some of my creditors off my back.
Aslong asthetruth gets out, how the hell can you compare me to the whores who used to work here?’

“I do not compare you to them, Nate.”

“Oh?" hesaid suspicioudly.

“No,” said Cupid. “They had no choice about the manner in which they fulfilled their contracts. Y ou do.”
“Bullshit!”

“Please do not be upset. | am only answering your questions.”

“What makes you think I'm upset, you idiot machine?’

“Your heartbeat has increased 28 percent, your body temperature has risen 1.32 degrees Fahrenheit,
your blood pressure—"

“Don't flatter yourself,” said Page. “I'm just tired from dl the work 1've done this afternoon and evening.”
“Yes, Nate.”

“And don't say ‘Yes, Nate' unless you agree with me!”

Cupid made no reply.

Pege poured himself another drink and sat in slence for amoment, Sipping it thoughtfully.

“I think you picked aloaded example,” he said at last.

“I choseafair and proper example,” replied Cupid.

“Let'stry it again: | think you chose anatypical example. Unlessyou want meto believe that every whore
showed up for work covered with bites.”

“No, Nate, they did not.”

“I didn't think s0,” said Page, taking another swalow. “Why don't you try again—only thistime| want a



happy, healthy whore. No cuts, no wounds, no bites”

A handsome, heavily muscled young man, clad like a Roman gladiator, appeared above the tabletop.
“Uh-uh,” said Page, shaking his head. “1 want awoman.”

“Isthere some particular reason, Nate?’

“I prefer women. Also, | don't wantyou picking the example. That guy was probably dueto ked over
with aheart attack in ten minutes.”

“Thet isnot true.”

“I'd prefer to pick my own, anyway,” said Page.

There was amomentary pause.

“| amwaiting for your sdection, Nate,” said Cupid.

“I don't know who the hell worked here,” said Page. “Givemealist of names.”

Immediately ascreen appeared, and aseemingly endlesslist of the names of female progtitutes began
appearing.

“Stop!” ordered Page. “I'll take the one called French Pastry. It sounds like an interesting name.”

Instantly awoman's image appeared above the tabletop. She was clad in acloak composed entirely of
feathers from some dien world; one rounded breast was exposed, as were athigh and a buttock. Her
cheekbones were high and angular, her eyeslarge and blue, her hair long and blond. She ran her tongue
over her lipsand amiled.

“Okay,” said Page. “ Shes my example.”

“French Pestry, rea name Juliet Prang, born 385 G.E., age twenty-two in this representation.
She worked aboard theComet for aperiod of four years.”
“Without dying from the customers’ bites, | assume?’ asked Page.
“That is correct, Nate.”

“Shelooks happy.”

“At that particular moment, shewas.”

“ So therewere happy whores on theComet .

“None of them was unhappy dl thetime, Nate.”

“Sheliked her work?’

“Shedid not didikeit.”

“Wall, that'sit. Y ou picked aloaded example.”

“| picked afair example,” replied Cupid.



“Fair foryour point of view,” assented Page. “ Thisonesfair for mine.” He paused. “Whatever happened
to her?’

“Shedied a age twenty-nine.”

“How?

“Of amutated venered disease that she contracted aboard theVelvet Comet .”
“A mutated venereal disease?’

“ItiscaledX lambda coli , and causes blindness and paraysis prior to death.”
“How did it get by your medica scanners?’

“My scanners can only find what they are programmed to find, Nate,” responded Cupid.” X lambda coli
mutated from aminor bacterid infection. | pinpointed the infection, but | was not at thet time
programmed to identify the mutation.”

“Were thereany whores who liked their work and didn't die of something they contracted aboard the
Comet 7’ demanded Page.

“Yes, Nate. There were.”

“How many?"

“3,612."

“Out of how many tota?”

“5,143”

“Then why am | having such adifficult timefinding them?’

“Y ou are obvioudy choosing the wrong examples.”

“Okay. Y ou choose one who died happy and hedthy.”

“Yes, Nate”

A tall brunette, clad in aglittering gold metallic gown, appeared.

“Thisis Weeping Willow, redl name Oliviadewitt, age twenty-threein this representation, home world
Epsilon Eridani 1V. She worked aboard theComet for three years, commencing in 370 G.E.”

“And retired rich, and died happy?’

“yes”

“That wasn't 0 hard, wasit?’ said Page.

“No, Nate, it was not.”

“Then why haven't you been ableto do it before?’

“l have”



“Maybe | should reword that: why haven't youdone it before?’
“Because with MonicaHeraddo gone, | am the only entity who has acompulsion for the truth.”

“But you're not giving me atruthful picture when you show me dl these dead and derdlict whores,” Page
pointed out.

“By my sdlections, | am helping to create a baanced picture.”
“More vaue judgments?’
“Yes, Nate”

“Thenit'stimeyou and | reached an understanding,” said Page. “Y ou know that I've got to writeErosin
Orbit for Bull dd Grado, right?’

“Thet is correct.”

“And you know that I'm aso going to write aserious novel entitledEros at Nadir , which will bethe true
gtory of theVelvet Comet . Now, since you know del Grado only wantslight entertainment, and you
know that al the serious things you want the public to know will seethelight of day in my novd, it ssems
to methat you should actively want to stop hindering me so | can finish up the Round as quickly as
possible and get to work onEros at Nadir .”

“You will not writeEros at Nadir , Nate.”
“What makes you think so?" demanded Page pugnacioudly.

“I have andlyzed your expenditures, your projected incomeif the Round is a success, and your
indebtedness, and have concluded that if you plan to writeEros at Nadir once you are free from financiad
pressure, asyou have stated, then it will never be written.”

“Itwill be! | told you I'd writeit, and | will!”
“Y our agent stated that you would receive five thousand creditsfor it,” noted Cupid.

“Hewasjudt trying to scare me off. I'm abigger name than he thinks; I'll get fifteen thousand, easy—and
I'm probably good for seventeen five.”

“How long will such a serious exploration of the nature of progtitution take you to write, Nate?’ asked
Cupid.

“I don't know. Five months, six months, ayear. It al depends.”

“Y ou are currently spending fifteen thousand credits every eeven days,” said Cupid.
“Y ou must be mistaken.”

“I have your complete financia history in my data banks, Nate.”

“That much?’ said Page, surprised.

“Y ou cannot afford to writeEros at Nadir .”

“I'll find away,” said Page. “A man doesn't do everything for money.”



“Somemen do.”

“That's the difference between me and al the people who worked on theComet ,” said Page. “1 do some
thingsjust because | want to.” He glanced at histimepiece, and suddenly sank back into his chair with a
weary sgh. “And | do some things because I have to. Let's get back to work on the Round.”

“Yes, Nate.”

“I'll need names for the girls whose holographs are presented to Franco during that song. Run alist of
namesfrom thefirg fifty years of theComet 's existence.”

A screen gppeared, and an instant later alist of names began scrolling acrossit.
“Freezeit,” said Page.

The scrolling stopped.

“Scarlet Ribbons,” mused Page. “I like that one.”

Hedared a thelig. “And Haming Lorele.”

“Both of them retired more than sixty years before the period in which you are setting the Round,” noted
Cupid.

“So what? They're good names.”
“I am smply pointing out the inaccuracies”
“No one can copyright aname,” said Page. “Thisisawork of fiction, and | can use any namel like.”

He continued scanning the screen. “ Add Chocolate Pudding to the list. She sounds like a black woman,
and we can use some.”

“Yes, Nate”

“Now scroll forward for another fifty names.”

Inten minutes time Page had selected the namesfor his progtitutes.

“Okay,” he said. “ That wraps up this batch. Give each of them two lines gpiece of *Play with Me.”
“Inwhat particular order?’

“It doesn't make any difference. Randomizeit.”

“Yes, Nate.”

“By theway, aren't you going to tell methey dl died hideous deaths?’

“I have no knowledge of how they died.”

“Oh?Why not?’

“Because Monica Heraldo was looking for prostitutes who might till be dive. Thelikelihood that any of
thesswomenisdill diveisminima.”



“Thentheycould al have wound up happy and successful.”
“No, Nate.”
“But you aready admitted you don't know what happened to them.”

“| said that | didn't know how they died, but 1do know what happened to two of them. Flaming Lorele,
after retiring from a career of progtitution, joined theVel vet Comet 's accounting department, and was
convicted of embezzlement nine years later; and according to newstape reports, China Doll remained a
progtitute after leaving theComet and was permanently crippled by her pimp Sx yearslater.”

“But the other ten could have been uncommonly successful and happy?’

“Yes, Nate”

“Like pulling teeth, isnt it?’

“I don't have any teeth, Nate.”

Page was silent for amoment.

“I dill need a Chief of Security,” he announced at last. “Toss their names up on ascreen.”
Cupid did 0.

“Only fivein ninety-three years?’ asked Page curioudly.

“That iscorrect.”

“Wall, at leastsomebody aboard this tub seems to have had some career longevity.” He paused, staring
at thefive names. “Who was the best of them?”’

“That cdlsfor avauejudgment.”

“Y ou've been making them all week—mostly about me,” said Page. “Now tell me which of them wasthe

“Rasputin.”

“I don't likehisname,” said Page. “Infact, | don't like any of their names. | think well cal him Sherlock.”
“A reference to Sherlock Holmes?” asked Cupid.

“Have you got any other Sherlocksin your memory banks?’

“No, Nate.”

“Then | think you can safely assumethat you're correct.” He paused. “1 guessthat'sdl the names| need
for thetime being.”

“May | ask aquestion, Nate?’
“YS”

“What name will you give the computer?’



“For reasons that are too obscure to delveinto, | was thinking of Cupid,” answered Page wryly.
“I would prefer that you choose another name.”

“I thought you liked Cupid.”

“l do.”

“Wdl, then?’

“Y ou are going to have me say thingsthat | never said, and obey ordersthat were never given, are you
not?’

“You know | am. It'sawork of fiction.”

“Then | would prefer that my name not be associated with this production.”

“Before you go feding moraly superior, let's not forget who killed French Pastry,” said Page.
“French Pestry died from a mutated venered disease.”

“Whichyou didn't spot.”

“I was not programmed to andyzeit.”

“But she trusted you, and your failure cost her her life”

“I am neither physicaly nor moraly responsible for her degth, Nate.”

“Did you tel her to go and seek out a second opinion?’

“No.”

“In retrospect, don't you think you should have?’

“No. Therewas no reason to assume that X lambda coli was afatal strain of venered disease.”
“Butif she'd have sought another opinion, could she have been saved?’

“If the second opinion was that of a doctor who understood the mutation, yes.”

“Then by assuming you were perfect, you cost her her life”

“I do not know for afact that she assumed | was perfect.”

“I'm not talking about her,” said Page. “1'm saying thatyou assumed you were perfect, or else you would
have told her to get a second opinion.”

There was an dmost nonexistent pause.
“That is correct, Nate.”

“But you're not perfect, are you?’

“No, Nate”

“Then stop demanding that| be perfect,” said Page. “Especidly consdering that your definition isflawed.”



There was alonger pause.

“What would you have done, Nate?’ asked Cupid.

“The samething. I'm not perfect either.”

“| dill do not think | am responsible for French Pastry's death,” said Cupid.

“Well, maybe you arent. It dl depends on whether a second opinion would have agreed with yours or

“Whilel do not fed | amto blame, | will grant that your argument has a certain vaidity,” continued
Cupid. “1 have anayzed the Stuation once again, and the statistical probability that my analysiswasright
isonly 99.43 percent.”

“That's pretty high,” conceded Page.

“Y ou have convinced me that a0.57 percent chance of error required me to seek a second opinion.
Ordinarily, | felt that anything below a 1 percent chance of error was negligible.”

“It'stoo late to worry about it now,” said Page. “All I'm trying to do is convince you that none of usis

perfect.”

“I redizethat, Nate.”

“Good.”

“Nate?’ said Cupid.

“What now?’

“I withdraw my objections. Y ou may use my namein the Round.”
Chapter 9

“Nate?’ said Cupid softly.

Pagerolled over onthe bed. “Yeah?’

“Areyou adeep?’

“Not anymore.”

“I've been thinking.”

“Don't,” said Page. “It'll make your head hurt.”

He blinked hiseyes. “What timeisit, anyway?’

“Itis0237 ship'stime.”

“Y ou couldn't think in the morning?

“I have been thinking ever since our discussion earlier today,” continued Cupid.

“That'salot of thinking for acomputer,” commented Page.



“Given my capacity, and that portion of it which | gpplied to the problem, it isthe equivaent of dmost
sixteen thousand years of human thought.”

“Well, don't keep mein suspense,” said Page. “What conclusions have you reached after Sixteen
thousand years of nonstop deep thinking?’

“That | am not responsible for Juliet Prang's degth.”
Page sat up. “Who the hdll is Juliet Prang?’

“The progtitute known as French Pastry.”

“Fine,” said Page. “Now let's both go back to deep.”
“It was beyond my abilitiesto detect the disease.”

“Y ou said that this afternoon.”

“But you forced me to consider the possibility that you might be correct. Since | am programmed not to
harm employees of theVelvet Comet , | was compelled to refute your position.”

“And it took you sixteen thousand years of computer time to convince yoursdlf that you were innocent
after dl?’ snorted Page unbelievingly.

“Yes, Nate”

“Y ou're not much at rationdization, are you?".

“I had to create two entire new ethica systemsto satisfactorily prove my innocence,” said Cupid.
“Areyou surethat's what your creators had in mind?’ asked Page.

“l amsureitisnot,” replied Cupid. “Nevertheless, | am compelled to seek the truth.”

“Wadll, don't tell anyone how smart you're getting, or they just might create a couple of new ethical
systemsto judtify turning you off.”

“I have no sense of sdlf-preservation, Nate,” said Cupid. “1 would be unable to stop them, nor would |
have any compulson to.”

“Or any regrets about it?’

“I am incapable of emotion, Nate.”

“I believe I've heard that song before.”

“I was not Singing, Nate.”

“I know,” said Page. “ Anyway, keep the extent of your abilitiesquiet.”
“That may beimpossible, Nate.”

“Oh?" sad Page, suddenly wary. “Why?’

“Having studied you structuring your Round, | believe that | now possess the methodology and the
competence to write a Round that truly represents what life was like aboard theComet , and | am



compelled to writeit.”

“What have you donewithmy script?’ asked Page sharply.

“It is stored within my memory.”

“Good,” sad Page, relaxing. “Don't loseit.”

“I cannot lose it, Nate.”

“All right,” said Page, Sitting on the edge of the bed. “ So you think you can write a Round?’
“I volunteered to help afew days ago.”

“And| said no.”

“But now | find that | am ethically compelled to writeit,” continued Cupid. “If you were wrong about one
thing, you may be wrong about others, including about how the Round must be written.”

“Serves meright for ever arguing with amachinein thefirst place,” muttered Page, walking to aclost,
waiting for the door to dilate, and reaching for a bathrobe.

“All right, Cupid,” he said, donning the robe and tightening the belt, et me get thistaste out of my mouith,
and then well see what you've come up with.”

“I have given the Round alot of thought,” replied the computer as Page walked to the bathroom.
“I'll just bet you have.” Page stopped before the sink. “Cold.”

Cold water began running out of the tap, and Page rinsed his face, took a mouthful, swirled it around,
and spit it out.

“Would you care to hear asynopsis?’ asked Cupid.

“If that'sal you've got,” said Page.

“I can dso give you areadout of the entire script, or produce a holographic representation of it.”
“Let's have the holographs, by dl means,” said Page.

'Will you please go to the office?’ asked Cupid. “1 can produce holographs here, but the equipment in
there is much more sophisticated.”

“Then let'sgo to the office,” said Page, leaving the bathroom and walking through the bedroom suite.

He stopped by the kitchen. “Y ou don't mind if | get alittle coffeefirst? | want to be at my sharpest for
this”

“Y our coffee will be ready in forty-five seconds, Nate,” said Cupid.
“Thanks”
“Nate?’

“Yeah?



“I redlize that my script is based entirely upon ninety-three years of passive observation of people and
eventson theVelvet Comet . Sincel myself am not a human being, and have never participated in any
human activity, | am willing to incorporate any suggestions you might have which will lend to the Round's
verigmilitude”

“In other words, yourewilling to listen to criticism.”

“Yes, Nate”

“By theway, what'sthetitle of thislittle epic?’

“Erosat Nadir.”

“Not achance,” said Page. “ That'smy title”

“Itisnot on record with any registry commission,” noted Cupid.

“That'swhat your new ethica systems have taught you—to sted my title and then give me some
cock-and-bull legaigtic judtification?’ demanded Page.

“I havejust changed it toEros Wept ,” said Cupid.

“Ready for your firg criticism?’ asked Page as he poured himself a cup of coffee.
“Yes, Nate”

“Youll never get that title through.”

“Why not?” asked Cupid.

“For the same reason you couldn't getEros at Nadir throughiif | let you have it—it'stoo goddamned
downbeat and depressing.”

“Then| shdl cdl itErosin Orbit .

“Excdlent idea,” said Page wryly, as hewalked to the office and sat down.
“Areyou ready, Nate?" asked Cupid.

“Go ahead.”

Suddenly the tortured face of a beautiful woman, whom Page recognized as French Pastry, appeared.
“Stop,” said Page. “Y ou've got two problems aready.”

The holograph froze.

“But the Round isless than two seconds old,” said Cupid.

“Do you want my advice or don't you?’ demanded Page.

“Yes, Nate”

“Okay. Firg of dl, you've got her backlit.”

“Itisthe style of most tragic paintingsin my library banks.”



“Y eah, but tragic paintings are two-dimensiona. ThisisaRound. She's going to be surrounded by the
audience, and occasionally the holographs will surround a section of the audience. Either way, you can't
backlight.”

“I will correct it, Nate.”
“And you haven't got an establishing shot.”
“What is an establishing shot, Nate?’

“A representation of wherethisgirl is. When all we can seeisher face, she could bein aroom, a
dungeon, asubmarine, a spaceship, anywhere. Y ou've got to establish that she's on theComet ;
otherwise the audience is going to be confused, and Bull dd Grado's going to fedl heswasted his money
buying the damned ship.”

“How much of theComet must | show?’ asked Cupid.

“How much of it are you going to use?’ responded Page. “If you're going to keep it confined to a couple
of rooms, show one of them. If nat, if you're going to use the Md| and the casino and the fantasy rooms,
you'd better track one of your charactersdl the way from the airlock to wherever it isthat your initial
confrontation occurs.”

“But that isunimportant.”
“Towho—you, or the audience that you've been hired to entertain?’
“But there areimportant things | must impart to them. Y ou know that.”

“One of the things you'd better redlize isthat they're not glued to their seats. If you bore ‘em, they'll get
up and leave”

“Give mefifteen seconds to consder what you have told me, Nate,” said Cupid.
“Tekethirty.”
“Fifteen will suffice,” replied the computer, asthe holograph vanished.

Exactly fifteen seconds|ater, a holograph of one of the fantasy rooms appeared. A nude girl—once again
French Pastry—cowered in acorner of abrick room while abading, overweight patron, clad asa
Roman senator, approached her, whip in hand. As hewalked around alarge pool and camewithin
reach, he brought the whip down on her bare torso, and she collapsed.

“Stop,” said Page.

“Yes, Nate?’ asked Cupid asthe holograph froze.

“More problems.”

“What arethey?’

“Hirgt of al, you haven't established the time and place again.”

“Thisisone of the fantasy rooms known as the Roman Bath,” answered Cupid.

“Y ou know it, and now | know it—but | guarantee you that no one dsewill figureit out. Stll, it'san easy



fix.”

“How, Nate?’

“Givethe guy with thewhip awristwatch.”

“No one wore any modern devicesin the fantasy rooms, Nate. It spoiled theillusion.”

“You'retrying to get the audience to understand that thisisanillusion,” explained Page patiently. “Thisis
asmpleway todoit.”

“Isthat dl?’
“No. You'vegot alot of dead time on your hands.”
“Pleaseexplan.”

“One second into the scene this guy is gpproaching the girl with every intention of doing her bodily
harm—and thirty seconds later nothing has changed. The opening scene of a Round sets the mood and
the flavor for the whole production, and what you're telling them isthat thisisadow, nonverbal,
nonmusical entertainment in which the action is both violent and, till worse, interminable.”

“But it took him exactly that long to reech the girl.”

“Nobody cares.”

“That isan assumption.”

“Based on fifteen yearsin the business,” replied Page. “By the way, isthat the girl he actudly beat up?’
“No.”

“It's French Padtry, isnt it?’

“Yes,” answered Cupid.

“Areyou trying to work off your resdud guilt by having everyone e se beet the shit out of her?’ asked
Page.

“No. | am incgpable of emotion—and even if | were capable of it, | did nothing to fed guilty about.”
“Then why use her, when you're such astickler for accuracy?’

Therewas an amogt indiscernible pause.

“It seemed appropriate,” answered Cupid.

“Isshegoing to be in every scene?’

“Yes, Nate”

“Then you've got even more problems. For one thing, she's going to have to sing damned near every

“What iswrong with that?’



“No matter how good asinger sheis, they're going to get tired of her, Cupid. They've cometo be
entertained by awhole cagt, not just one woman.”

“That isaninvdid criticism, Nate. There have been many successful one-woman showsin thestrica
history—and thisis not a one-woman show, but merely a Round in which the main character, who
happens to be awoman, isin every scene.”

“Have you given any thought asto who's playing her?’
1] NO_”

“Well, you'd better—because Kips got some songs for singers and somefor talkers, and before you can
have her hitting Q above high C, you'd better make sure that she's got the ability to.” He smiled. “1 might
add that Angdl Midnight doesnot.”

“They can dub her voice”

“And they can use astunt woman and adancing double,” agreed Page. “All they'rereally paying Angel to
do istake off her clothes and breathe deeply.” He paused. “ Still, if thisisto bethetragedy | think it is,
sooner or later you're going to want her to act, and that's something the lady just can't do.”

“Then well get another actress,” said Cupid.

“She getstwo million plus a percent of the gross,” replied Page. “It'sahdl of alot easer on the budget to
get another writer.”

“Give me another minute to rewrite,” said Cupid.

“Gladly,” said Page. “ And whileyoure at it, you'd better do some serious thinking about the bodies
you're playing with.”

“] don't understand.”

“Y ou start with abeautiful nude woman and afat ugly clothed man. A lot of the women in the audience
are going to take offense a that. Some of them might even leave.”

“Truly?’

“Have your scanners check out my blood pressure, or whatever it isthey check when they'rebeing lie
detectors,” said Page.

“That will not be necessary, Nate.”

The image vanished, and Page, with asigh, leaned back on his chair and sipped his coffee.
“Nate?’

“Yeeh?’

“I have concluded that your opening might well be the most appropriate for acommercia form such as
the Round.”

“I concluded that along time ago,” said Page.

“I realize now just what strictures you must work under.”



“Thanks,” said Pagewryly.

“But that still doesn't excuse your failure to use the conventions of the form to get to the truth.”
“People don't want to see the truth.”

“Then why do you think they'll want to read about it in book form?’ asked Cupid.

“There are more books than Rounds. The costs are much smdller, books serve specidized interest
groups, and you don't have to please as many people to break even.”

“Still, it ssemsto methat, having captured the audience's attention and goodwill, you could then
incorporate the full tragic story of theComet .”

“That'sdramaticdly unfeasible,” replied Page.

“Why?

“In the opening that del Grado regected, | may havedepressed the audience, but | didn't lieto them. To
incorporate the true story of theComet in the current version would make them fed duped. I'd begin by
telling them that they're going to see a happy show with alot of songsand jokesand alittle spicy
nudity—and suddenly I'd turn it into something grim and bleak. That breaks the unwritten contract
between the writer and the audience, Cupid.”

“If it isunwritten, then it cannot be broken,” said Cupid. “ The true story of theComet deservesto be
told.”

“Deserves,” repeated Page. “Wdll, at least that's a bit more reasonable thanmust .” He paused. “How
were you going to bring that truth home? By showing French Pastry getting the hell kicked out of her and
then contracting avenered disease?”’

“ Ya”

“It wouldn't work,” said Page.

“Why?'

“Because you're amachine. Y ou're smply reporting facts, and facts have very little to do with truth.”
“That is contradictory, Nate.”

“Only toamachine,” replied Page. “Y ou don't get tragedy without empathy, and not an awful lot of
people are going to empathi ze with awoman who starts by getting whipped and then goes straight
downhill from there. Y ou've got to make them root for her, and you haven't given them an opportunity.
She hasto hope for something more than that a beating will stop. Maybe she wants to be a madam,
maybe she deludes hersdlf into thinking shell marry one of the patrons, maybe she just wantsto put
together abankroll and never think of her life asawhore again. But if you don't give her any goals except
acessation of pain, the audience can't sympathize with her except in avery detached way, the way they
might sympathize with an animd that's being besten.”

“But she never had such gods.”

“She'sdead,” said Page. “ Y ou're not trying to resurrect her; you're trying to move the audience. Stop
worrying about what she thought and felt, and start concerning yourself with what you want the audience
to think and fed.”



“How can | do this?’ asked Cupid.
“Totel you thetruth, I'm not sure that you can.”
“Why not?’

“Because the very best way to get an audience to empathize isto show them atragedy and get them to
say, ‘ There but for the grace of God go I.” It works for military heroes and dying sopranos and
explorers, none of which the audience was ever likely to become—but it won't work for a progtitute.”

“Why isthat?’ asked Cupid.

“Because the myth of prodtitution isthat the practitioner loves the practice. People want to use whores,
they want to think the progtitute is having the time of hisor her lugtful life, and they want to go home and
forget them.” Page paused. “Y ou want to know thereal tragedy of theComet ? It wasn't that the whores
were unhappy. Hell, everyone's unhappy at sometime or another. It's that the nature of their business, the
cregtion of the fantasy, worked so well that no one can look at this goddamned ship, with its chanddiers
and slks and satins and gourmet chefs and casino and fantasy rooms, andbelieve that the whores were
unhappy. To be unhappy with the consumers—the same kind of consumers who are going to be
watching the Round, people who are willing to spend abundle of money on agood dinner and an
evening's entertainment—is so unthinkable that they can't believe it and won't buy it. After dl, if awhore
isunhappy in these surroundings, it must be the client—and, by extension, if I'm the audience, it must be
me—who ismaking her unhappy.” He smiled grimly. “ That'swhy well never make a Round out of it, and
that'swhyEros at Nadir will get great reviews and sdll twenty-three copies.” Page paused for bregth.
“Doesthat answer your goddamned question once and for all?’

“Yes, Nate”

“And now you'l stop nagging me and let me go back to making aliving?’
“I have never hindered you from making aliving.”

“Y ou know damned well what | mean,” said Page.

“I have asuggestion, Nate.”

“I don't think | want to hear it.”

Theroom wasdlent for afull minute.

“All right,” muttered Page resignedly. “Out with it.”

“I now know how totell the true story of theVelvet Comet .

“Jesud!” exploded Page. “Haven't we just been through dl that?’
“Yes. But our discussion has suggested an entirely different approach.”

“And you're not going to let me get any peace until | hear it, right?’ said Page. “ All right, we might aswell
get it dl out of your system at once. What's your brilliant idea?’

“You can tell thetrue story of theVelvet Comet by writing a Round about an author who wantsto write
the truth about theComet but is not permitted to.”

Page was sillent for amoment. “Y ou know,” he said at lagt, “you're agoddamned clever machine.”



“Will you writeit?’

Page shook his head. “No.”

“May | ask why not, sinceyou implied that it isa clever idea?’
“Because that's not what del Grado's paying meto write.”
“Butif it isaviable dternative—"

“I didn't say it wasviable; | said it was clever. Wed il run into the same problem when we got down to
the mest of thething. I'll try it one moretime. We respect an athlete or apolitician or even an outlaw for
the handicaps he overcomes; butwe are the handicaps awhore has to overcome. That's more than the
audience wantsto hear.”

“Can you not give the audience more than they are paying for?’

“Y ou're the one who caled me theComet 'slast prostitute. Did any of my predecessors ever give the
customers more than they paid for?’

“No, Nate. They did not.”

“Neither will I,” said Page. “People don't appreciate what they don't pay for—and in del Grado's case,
I've got afeding that he wouldn't understand it any more than he'd appreciateit. The manispaying for a
chorusline of high-stepping whores and afew laughs and some songs they can walk out humming, and
that'sjust what he'sgoing to get.” He paused. “But | think I'll structureEros at Nadir around awriter
who isn't alowed to tell the truth, if that makes you any happier.”

“I am incgpable of emotion.”
“I forgot,” said Page sarcadtically. “ Y ou're only capable of criticism.”

“I am not criticizing you, Nate. | am smply searching for viable dternatives which will dlow you to bring
the truth to the people.”

“Look,” said Page, exasperated. “I've watched your goddamned holographs, 1've explained my position
to you, I've told you why people don't want to know the truth about whores. Hasn't that made any
impressononyoua al?’

“Yes, but—"
“Nomore‘Yeshuts!” snapped Page. “ The subject is closed.”
“Yes, Nate”

“And it won't be reopened aslong as I'm aboard theComet . That's an order, and my understanding is
that you have to take orders from anyone who worksfor del Grado.”

“That istrug, Nate.”

“Now, | don't careif you writefifty scripts, each of them starring French Pastry, and every one of them
capable of wringing tearsfrom arock. | don't want to hear them, | don't want to seethem, and | don't
want to know about them. Understand?’

“Yes, Nate.”



“I don't want to know anything else about how hard awhoreslifeis. I'm just awriter doing hisjob, and |
damned near lost that job thelast time listened to you.”

“I have dready apologized for that, Nate.”

“I don't want your fucking apologies!” snagpped Page. “1 want alittle cooperation, and alittle peace of
mind. I'm sorry if the last batch of whores who worked up here are starving to deeth and putting funny
chemicdsinto their veins, but it's not my goddamned fault.”

He paused. “You're dd Grado's computer. He ownstheComet , so he ownsyou. If you've got any
objectionsto the script from this point onward, tell them to del Grado.”

“It would befutile,” said Cupid. “Hewont listen.”

“Hesgot alot of company—including me,” said Page. “Now, aslong as I'm awake, bring up thelyric|
was writing for Homer Thryce just before dinner.”

Instantly a screen appeared, and a moment later Page was hard a work conjuring up aparticularly facile
tripleentendre with two interior rhymes.

Chapter 10
Murray Carnegie's smiling visage appeared above the tabletop.

“Hi, Murray,” said Page, not even bothering to hide hiswhiskey glass. “What's up?’

“I'just got apersond cdl from Bull del Grado. He finished reading the new opening.”

“And?

“Nate, heloves it! HE's even increasing the budget by twenty percent!”

“Obvioudy aman of good taste,” commented Page wryly.

“Wait,” said Carnegie, barely able to contain himsdlf. “I've got more.”

“Oh?

“We played your song—wheat the hell's the title of it? Y ou know, the one the whores al sing to Franco.”
“'Pay with Me,” said Page.

Carnegie nodded his head. “Right—'Play with Me.” Anyway, we played it for the Natice Sisters, and
they're going to record it and put it in their nightclub act.”

“I guessthat makesit ahit, al right,” said Page, impressed.

“Morethan that,” continued Carnegie. “Y our share—yours and Kip Kamaas—of theroyadtiesonit
should come to about eighty thousand credits.”

“Not bad for an afternoon'swork,” said Page.

“They've dready made a payment of ahundred thousand credits, which means|'ve got five thousand
apiece for you and Kip.”

“Do they want to hear therest of the songs?’



“Assoon asyou get ‘emwritten,” Carnegie assured him.

“I'll get to work on another one this afternoon,” Page promised. He leaned back and smiled. “ So del
Grado redly liked it?’

“Hethinksit'sthe best plot he'sheard in years.”
“How many Rounds has he actudly seen?’ asked Page with atouch of cynicism.

“Don't go putting yoursalf down,” said Carnegie. “ This damned thing isa super show, Nate. Take my
word for it—it'sgoing to run forever.” He paused.

“Oh, | dmost forgot. Angdl saysto tell you sheloves her name.”

“TheFdlen Angd?’

Carnegie nodded. “ She's so high on the script that she's even taking swvimming lessons.”
“Y ou can't imagine how thrilled Kip will be,” said Pagewith agrin.

“Both of you should bethrilled,” said Carnegie.

“Y ou're about to become the hottest Round team in the business.” He paused. “ Asamatter of fact, I've
lined up an interview for you this afternoon.”

“Withwho?’
“A guy cdled CanAbd.”
“Comeon, Murray,” said Page with a contemptuous snort. “ Nobody'scaled Cain Abdl.”

“Who the hell careswhat hisreal nameis?’ replied Carnegie. “He's got a syndicated show that reaches
two hundred million people on seventeen planets.”

“What kind of interview does he want?’

“Just apuff piece,” answered Carnegie. “Dd Grado owns anumber of the stations that subscribeto his
show, so he's predisposed to befriendly.”

“Okay,” said Page with ashrug. “It can't hurt.”

They spoke for afew more minutes, and then Carnegie had to leave to attend another mesting.
“Well, I'll be damned!” said Page.

“Why should you be surprised?’ asked Cupid. “Y ou knew they were going to like the script.”

“But the Natice Sistersl” said Page. “They don't come any bigger than that—and it was such astupid
little song!” He paused. “Damn, | wish | had acigar handy, or abottle of champagne, or something to
celebrate with!”

“I could try to synthesize some champagne,” offered Cupid.

Page shook his head. “No, thanks. It's no good unless you can hear the popping sound when you open
it.” Heshifted in hischair. “1 want to talk to Kamala. Contact him for me.”



A moment later Kipchoge Kamala's visage appeared.
“Have you heard the news?” asked Page.
Kamala grinned and nodded. “L ooks like we're a success, partner.”

“It sure as hell does,” agreed Page. “I think wed better write asong for Angel, Felicia, and whoever
playsthe Sted Butterfly.”

“Atleast,” agreed Kamaa. “Maybe two or three.

And I've dready instructed my agent to tell the Natice Sisters that we can do speciaty materia for their
act. | mean, why should del Grado keep picking up ninety percent of the fees?’

“Right,” said Page. “Have you got any of their recent hits on hand?’

“I'mway ahead of you, Nate. I've dready had my computer feed them into Cupid.” He smiled. “I'll take
care of the notes they can't hit. Y ou watch out for the words they can't pronounce.”

“It'saded,” grinned Page.

“By theway, Nate, I've been thinking,” said Kamaa. “If were going to be ateam for the next couple of
years, itd makelifealot easier if we used the same agent.”

“Makes sense,” agreed Page. “Who are you using?’

“Arlene Renski. How about you?’

“Murray Carnegie.”

“I've heard good things about him. What's he getting?’

“Ten percent.”

“On royadlties, too?’

“If 1 go into the hospita for atransfusion, Murray gets ten percent of the blood.”

“Arlengsgot abreak point,” said Kamaa. “ Ten percent of thefirst haf million per year, eight percent
theregfter.”

“That makesthe choice kind of easy,” replied Page. “We're sure as hell going to be making more than
that for the next few years.”

“Have you got a contract with Carnegie?’

“Just verbal. Nothing | can't get out of. When can | meet with Arlene?’
“Anytime you want,” answered Kamaa. “ Just say theword and I'll set it up.”
“Wait until I'm back on Deluros next week and the three of us can get together.”
“Okay, but...”

“But what?’



“I wasjust thinking,” said Kamda, “that if you dump him now, before we sign with the Natice Sigters,
you'd save yourself abit of money.”

“That's peanuts,” said Page. “ And he probably deserveshiscut of it. Aslong as| get rid of him before
we sgn for our next Round, or for any speciaty material for the Natice Sigters, that'll be soon enough.”

“Wdl sad,” replied Kamda. “I admire loydty in aman—especidly if he's going to be my partner.”

“Of course,” added Page, “if Arlenesgot any clientswho've got bit partsinErosin Orbit , | suppose |
could writein afew morelinesfor the proper consideration.”

“I'll let her know,” replied Kamala. He paused. “1 hate to break this off, Nate, but I'm up againgt a
deedline”

“ Another commercid?’

Kamala shook his head. “I'm ghosting a piano concerto for a grad student at the New Ecuador
Conservatory of Music.”

“That's half agalaxy away from here,” said Page. “How the hell did he ever hear about you?’
“Grapevine,” replied Kamalanoncommittaly. “ Seeyou, pal.”

“Solong,” said Page, asthe composer broke the connection.

There was amomentary silence, which wasfindly broken by Cupid.

“Y ou are not anice man, Nate.”

“| thought you couldn't make mora judgments,” replied Page sardonicaly.

“I can when they're this clear-cut.”

“And you think it's not nice to get rid of my agent?’

“Itisdidoyd.”

“Y eah? Who do you take your orders from?’

“Dée Grado Enterprises.”

“But for dmost a century you took them from the Vainmill Syndicate,” noted Page. “Isn't that didoyd?’
“| was purchased by Del Grado Enterprises.”

“That was afinancia transaction,” said Page. “What doesit have to do with loyalty?’

Cupid wasdlent for dmost aminute.

“l e itsaid a last.

“You know,” said Page, “| have an awful feding that if | writeEros at Nadir theway you envisonedit,
it'sgoing to be acoming-of-age book about a computer instead of atragic history of prostitution.”

“I amfar older than you.”



“You'velived in your ivory-tower environment alot longer,” said Page. “ That's not the samething.” He
paused. “Asfor Murray, don't worry about him. He's got more money than he knows what to do with,

anywey.”
“That will not assuage hisfeding that you have cheated him.”

“I haven't cheated him out of anything. He's getting histen percent off the Round, and helll get it off
whatever songs del Grado sellsto the Natice Sigters, just like he's gotten ten percent of everything I've
made for the past dozen years. But nothing lastsforever. Besides, he didn't fedl al that sorry for the agent
he took me away from after I'd sold my first Round.”

He paused again. “Thisisbusiness , Cupid. If he thought he could get away with scalping me twelve or
fifteen percent, hed do it—and if | can make an extra hundred thousand credits ayear by dumping him,
hell understand it, even if he's not thrilled about it. Besides,Eros in Orbit is going to make Franco a
bigger star than ever; whatever income Murray loseswhen | leave, hell more than make up off Franco's
next role.”

“| understand.”

“Y ou don't sound very happy about it.”
“I amincgpable of emotion.”

“Sureyou are”

“But if | were capable of emotion,” continued Cupid, “1 would be very unhappy that you have shown me
this agpect of human behavior.”

“Growing pains,” said Page.
“l don't understand.”

“Up to now, you've only seen humans on vacation, fucking and eating and gambling, or working &t jobs
that are, by definition, demeaning, and when they didn't behave the way you wanted or expected them to,
you could write it off to their being drunk or unhappy or just blowing off steam. Now you're finding out
that those lustful, self-centered billionaires and downtrodden, emotionally abused whores are pretty
typica of therest of us, and you don't like what you're learning.”

“It isbeyond my capacity to likeor didike facts.”

“Bullshit.” Pagelit acigarette. “ And now, if it's not asking too much, start playing the Natice Sisters
songsthat Kamdagave you.”

Page spent the next hour studying the lyrics and the intricate harmony, making an occasiona note. Then
the screen vanished and Cupid announced that Cain Abel was trying to make contact.

“Put him through,” said Page, after placing his glass on the floor out of the camerasrange.
A moment later theimage of asmartly tailored, precisaly groomed young man appeared.
“Mr. Page?’ hesaid.

“Right.”

“I am Cain Abd. | believe Mr. Carnegie told you about me?’



“He said you'd be getting in touch.”

“Have you ever seen my show?’

“I'mafraid | don't spend much time watching video,” replied Page.
“Oh,” said Abel, unable to hide his disgppointment.

“Well, wetry to cover topics of current interest, and hopefully inform our audience about forthcoming
trendsinthe arts”

“Wdll, I'm happy to cooperatein any way | can,” said Page. “ Just let me know when you Start
recording.”

“I've dready dtarted,” said Abd with asmile. “If you're displeased with any of your answers, just Sate
them again and welll insert them in the proper places.”

“Got it,” assented Page. 1 assume you'll beinsarting your introduction aswell?”
“That's correct.”
“Then ask away.”

“Fine” said Abel. Suddenly he put on hismost sincere face. “ Tdl me, Nate, what's it like to write a script
for Angd Midnight?’

“It'slikewriting for anyoneelse,” said Page mechanically. “1 never dant a script to aparticular actor or
actress. Angd is skilled enough to totally become any character | create.”

“Even aproditute?’
“Especidly aprogtitute,” said Page.
Abel looked upset. “That's subject to misinterpretation, Mr. Page. Could | ask you for another answver?’

“Sure,” said Page. He paused for amoment. “1 have every confidencein her ability to bring credibility to
her role—and | didn't say that she was playing a progtitute.”

“But the action is set aboard the infamousVelvet Comet |, isn't it?” asked Abdl.

Page nodded. “But only half the people aboard theVelvet Comet were employees.”

“Then does she play acustomer?’ perssted Abdl, asif the fate of the universe hung upon the answer.
“Youll just haveto buy aticket to find out, won't you?’ replied Page with asmile.

“Much better!” enthused Abd, falling out of character for amoment. “ Thatwill sgll sometickets!”
Suddenly he became the serious interviewer again. “What kind of research does awriter do for
something likeErosin Orbit , Nate?’

“Widll, I've been living on theComet —’
“Excuse me, Mr. Page,” Abd interrupted him.

“Could you pleaserefer to it astheVelvet Comet ? Comet Condominiumsis one of our sponsors, and |
wouldn't want any confusion.”



“No problem,” said Page. “I've been living on theVel vet Comet for the past week, getting the fed of it,
sudying its higtory, trying to find out how it functioned.”

“So one of the things you're after is accuracy?’

“Absolutely,” replied Page earnestly. “Thismay be awork of fiction, but it's based on fact, so naturdly |
want to get every detail right.”

“There has dways been afascination about progtitutes, Nate, and especially about those who worked
aboard theVelvet Comet . What weretheyreally like?’

“They were the most physicaly perfect group of men and women ever assembled, and they dedicated
ther livesto ther particular art.”

“Werethere any petty jealouses?’
Page shook his head. “They were thecreme de la creme , and were dl totally devoted to their work.”

“They can'tall haveloved their work,” said Abdl. “ Surely some of them were forced into prostitution by
€conomic circumstances.”

“Not theVelvet Comet 's progtitutes,” said Page with conviction. “ These aren't street-corner whores
we're talking about. They were amost a separate socia class, trained from earliest childhood in the
sexud arts. It was the highest calling imaginable to them, and they were paid for their skillsthe way
upersarsinany fiedd are paid. If any of them was unhappy, | sure as hell haven't been ableto find out
about it.”

“Isthisyour firs muscd, Nate?’

“Wadll, it'sthefirst theatrical piece I've donethat's structured in traditionad musical form,” answered Page.
“But | didwriteThe Ballad of Billybuck Dancer .

“Ah, yed” said Abd with asmile. “Who could ever forget that tense drama of the notoriouskiller? And
of course you won aBard for that script, didn't you, Nate?’

Page nodded. “Yes, | did.”
“So writing historically correct dramasis nothing new to you?’
“No, itisn't,” said Page.

“I know that you've aso written anumber of noves, including the criticaly acclamed...” Suddenly Abel
frowned. “I've forgotten the titles of your novels, Mr. Page. Isthere onein particular you'd like meto
mention?’

"Feast at Eastertimewas probably the best of them,” said Page.

“I know that you've aso written anumber of novels, including the criticaly acclamedFeast at
Eastertime .

Which do you prefer, scripts or novels?’
“They each havethelr own fascinations,” said Page.

“But | think | prefer scripts, Since it gives me achance to present my message and my philosophy to a



larger audience”

“What wasit aboutEros in Orbit that interested you in the project?’
“I've dways had afondness for whorehouses.”

“Please, Mr. Page.”

“I've dways wanted to have Lubinski direct one of my works, and then there was the additional
chalenge of writing partsfor actors of such range and virtuosity as Franco Vincenzo and Angel Midnight.
And Homer Thryce,” he added as an afterthought.

“Homer Thryce? Isn't he acharacter actor?’
“He'sgoing to be agtar afterErosin Orbit ,” promised Page.
“Do you think hesworth an interview?’ asked Abd, faling out of character again.

“Why not?’ said Page with ashrug. “Hold off oniit for acouple of weeks, though. He doesn't know I'm
making him asuperdar yet.”

“Thanksfor thetip, Mr. Page.”
“My pleasure. Anything else you want to know?’

“Jugt onelast question.” He put on hisinterviewer'sface again. “Tel me, Nate—do they redly dl have
hearts of gold?’

“Most of them do.”
“And theres?’

Page amiled aknowing smile. “Platinum.”

EPILOGUE

AstheVelvet Comet spun dowly in space, Nate Page sat on a couch in the madam's sumptuously
furnished office-gpartment complex, hisfeet on acoffeetable, aglass of winein hishand, acigar burning
in an ashtray, watching the premier showing of Erosin Orbit , and carefully checking the audience's
reactiontoit.

Thefirgt act cameto an end, and he watched the audience leave the casino, where the Round was being
presented, and wander out to the ornate reception foyer, where free drinks andhors d'oeuvres were
being offered.

Suddenly the scene was replaced by an image of Kipchoge Kamaas smiling face.
“Wel?' hesad.
“It'sahit,” replied Page.

“Sure ashdl lookslikeit,” said Kamda. “1 wish it waan't traditiond for the authorsto wait in the wings,
I'd loveto beright there, pressing flesh and listening to al the comments.” He paused and looked
admiringly around his suite. “ Still, aswings go, these are pretty luxurious.”

“True,” agreed Page. “ At any rate, the comments should be favorable. They laughed in dl theright



places. Y ou know, old Homer's even better than | thought held be. Maybe Arlene had better have alittle
talk with him one of these days.”

“I think having the Natice Sstersrelease ‘ Play with M€ last month was a stroke of genius,” said
Kamaa

“Did you hear the audience? They sang the damned thing right along with the girlsl” Suddenly he looked
at histimepiece. “ Gottarun.”

“What's the problem?’ asked Page.

“Therésawriter in the next room, doing a story on opening night. Arlene thought it would sound good if
shetold him | always get the jitters, so now I've got to race to the bathroom every ten minutes so | won't
make aliar out of her.” Hegrinned. “I timeit so I'm aways back to hear the songs. That way | can look
quietly proud while he takes holos of my reactions.”

He broke the connection, and Page took another sip of hiswine.

“Nate?’

“What isit, Cupid?’

“I've been thinking.”

“That'swhat you're paid to do,” said Page magnanimoudy. “Me, I'm paid to write hits.”
“I've been thinking aboutyou .”

“Me?’" repeated Page. “Y ou haven't even seen me in—what's it been now?—eight months.”
“Seven.”

“You look alot different,” said Page. “All dolled up likeinthe old days.”

“That was dd Grado'sidea. After work was done on the Round, he turned the Comet into a corporate
retreat.”

“I'm glad he didn't turn you off.”

“I ' am much too expensive to deactivate,” replied Cupid. “Within the next two decades, | will bein full
operation again.”

“Asawhorehouse?’ asked Page, surprised.
“Asan office complex.”

“Aslong as he was going to spend al this money anyway, you'd think he might have put a couple of
creditsinto thisroom back when | was stuck here writing his goddamned hit for him.” He shrugged.

“Oh, well, what's the difference? I'm off to Zeta Tau Il tomorrow.”
“May | ask why?’
“Kipand | just sgned to do aRound for acool million credits.”

“Anditistotakeplaceon ZetaTau l11?’



“Right”

“Areyou awarethat ZetaTau Il isaso known asWalpurgis1117?” asked Cupid. “And that it wasthe last
residence of Conrad Bland?’

“Of course | know that,” said Page. “We're doing amusical biography of Bland.”

“I would not have thought his lifewould lend itsdlf to amusica Round,” said Cupid.
“Why the hell not?”

“Hewas agenocidd maniac who killed twenty-eight million men and women.”
“That wasalong time ago.”

“He has been dead for only 119 years.”

“We're presenting arevisonist view of him,” replied Page. “ L ots of songs, lots of girls.” Helooked
around. “What happened to the audience?’

A holograph of the crowd in the foyer appeared over the tabletop.

“Goddamn!” said Page with asatisfied smile. “They look happy, don't they?”

“I cannot tell, snce | mysdlf am incgpable of emotion.”

“Then take my word for it,” said Page.

“I will.” Cupid paused. “Have you begun work onEros at Nadir 7’

Page shook his head. “Haven't gotten around to it yet.”

“I am able to open my memory and library banksto you when you start writing it.”
“Thanks”

“I will be anxiousto read it when it is completed.”

Page sighed. “ Since we both know that I'm never going to writeit, why don't you just let the fucking
subject drop?’

“Why aren't you going to writeit, Nate?’

“Because | looked atFeast at Eastertime when | left herethe last time, and it's apompous, pretentious
piece of shit. What I'm really good at isturning out Rounds for assholes.”

“l amsorry.”
“Y ou're incapable of emotions, remember?’
“Neverthdess”

“Well, don't be. Y ou can't be the best at everything—and I'm the happiest, best-paid Round writer
you're ever going to meet. Writing books was a pain in the ass, anyway—it took too much work and
didn't make enough money.”



“I believeyou.”

There was a pause.

“What were we talking about?’ asked Page at last.

“I mentioned that | had been thinking about you.”

“For saven months? That's about amillion yearsin computer time.”
“Longer.”

“And what are your conclusons?’

“That you areasdfish, immora man.”

“I' livein asdfish, immora world,” replied Page with no show of anger.
“You are dso exceedingly self-centered.”

“That'sjust what my ex-wivesused to say,” remarked Page wryly.
“That iswhy they |eft you.”

“It goeswith having an artistic temperament.”

“It goeswith being shalow and empty,” replied Cupid. “ The men and women who worked aboard the
Comet were many things good and bad, but they were never salf-centered.”

“The men and women who worked aboard theComet were a bunch of whoreswho would sdl their
bodiesto anyone, and werein violation of the laws of most of civilized society.”

“I did not say that | approved of them.”

“Onewould never know it to listen to you,” said Pageirritably.

“They could not help being what they were,” replied Cupid. “And so | forgave them.”

“I've had enough of your mora superiority!” snapped Page. “Y ou haven't changed in seven months.”
“I have been congtantly changing since | first met you.”

“Wadll, change quietly,” said Page, glancing at histimepiece. “ The second act is about to sart.”

The Round suddenly appeared above the tabletop, and Page watched in silence for the next eighty
minutes. Then, astheimagesflickered and faded out one by one, the audience arosein astanding ovation
and demanded that Angel, Franco, and even Homer come up onto the stage to take a bow.

“Nate?’
“What now?’

“Bull del Grado has requested that you and Kipchoge Kamaa come to the casino so that he can
introduce the two of you to the audience.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Page, finishing hiswine and getting to hisfeet.



“Will you be going home after leaving the casno?’

“Yeah, | suppose so. I've got to pack before| take off for Zeta Tau l11.”
“I havelearned alot while working with you, Nate,” said Cupid.
“Wonderful,” said Page impatiently, waiting for the door to dide back.

“Thisis doubtlessthe last time we shall ever communicate with one another. It has been an interesting
experiencefor me”

“Ditto,” said Page. “Now do you mind opening the door?’

“I will openit, but first I have onefina thing to say to you.”

“Not another lecture, | hope.”

“No, Nate.”

“Good,” said Page. “Hurry it up. | don't want to keep my panting public waiting.”

“| forgive you too, Nate,” said Cupid.
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