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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




IN LOVING MEMORY OF KYBO, SKEETER,
 TIBBY, BEANS, TIBESKIBO, SCHMUTZIE,
 MOGUL, MELITZA, MUFFY, AND ALL THE
 LEGION OF DEPARTED COMPANIONS,
 AND WITH JOYOUS APPRECIATION OF
 PUPUP AND LULABELLE, THE CURRENT
 GLAD REVENANTS OF THE SPECIES




THE LITANY OF ANIMALS




elemental, monumental, fine phantasmic elephants;


hairless hippopotami, huddled close as spoons;


riotous rhinoceri, roistering on grasslands;


tiny tender tarsiers, eyes like moons;







plump pied pandas, pretty as a picture;


gay, giggling gibbons, gamboling in the trees;


awl-nosed aardvarks, excavating anthills;


glowering gorillas lollygagging at their ease.







light on the leaf mold, feather-footed field mouse,


tiny as a hazelnut, the bloodthirsty shrew


off in the outback, wombat, numbat,


gone to have a meeting with kid kangaroo







bulky-shouldered bison, built like a bastion,


wily alligator, floating like a log


wolf in the wildlands, jackal in the jungle,


dutiful and diligent, man’s friend, dog.







horrible hyenas, hairy noses quivering;


wildly running wildebeests, sometimes called the gnu,


laugh-provoking lemurs, loitering on tree limbs,


melancholy mandrill with his bottom painted blue







overbearing ostrich, fluttering his feathers


boulder-bounding ibex, helmed like a knight


curve-backed camel, king of the desert


prickly, stickly porcupine no animal will bite







big brown bruin bear, walking as a man does


toucan with a great tall trumpet for a nose


bald-headed vultures, vittling on vipers


(vultures will eat anything as everybody knows)







mad male orangutan, face like a soup bowl


curious xenopus, peculiarly made


quagga, quail, and quetzal, quaint concatenation.


solitary tiger, strolling in the shade







loudmouthed jackass, braying jeremiads;


bald-faced uakaris, kinky kinkajou;


high hairy travelers, yaks upon the mountain;


bringing up the rear with Zebra and Zebu.







THE PLACE


The moss world, so said one XT-ploitation writer who had reviewed first-contact images of it, was a Victorian parlor of a planet, everywhere padded and bolstered, its cliffs hung with garlands, its crevasses softened with cushions, every cranny silk-woven, every surface napped into velvet. Here were peridot parklands where moss piled itself into caverned outcrops of sapphire shade. There were violet valleys, veiled in lavender and wine across a mat of minuscule, multicolored moss beads. In that clearing the morning light shone on infant parasols, ankle high, that by noon had sprung upward to become umbrellas, guyed with hair-thin fibers, ribs flung wide to hold feather-light sails that turned softly, softly through the afternoon, shading the sporelings beneath.


Along the canyons were fragrant forests where every footfall released scents that evoked aching nostalgia, as though racial memory held sensations undetected for centuries: Cedar perhaps? Sandalwood? Maybe piñon or frankincense? Maybe something older than any of those? The riversides were endless alleys cushioned in aquamarine and jade, hung with curtains that moved like the waves of a shifting ocean, hiding, then disclosing—so it was claimed—the flame-formed inhabitants of this place.


If, that is, the Exploration and Survey Corps really saw them. If the people from Planetary Protection Institute really saw them. After each sighting the men sought confirmation from their complicated devices and found no evidence of the beings they had perceived. The machines confirmed small grazing and burrowing creatures, yes; they confirmed tall, gaunt trees that served as scaffolding for the epiphytic fabric of the world, but these others … these wonders … Everyone described the same shapes, the same behaviors, the same colors. Formed like flames, endlessly dancing, an evanescent blaze in the morning, a shimmering shadow in the dusk. Rarely seen, unmistakable when seen, but never yet recorded …


“Along that ridge, shining, a whole line of them …”


“Right. I saw them. Like huge candles …”


What had they seen? That was undoubtedly the question.


A Garr’ugh shipclan of the Derac, a race nomadic by nature, had found Moss quite by accident when their clan-ship was sucked into an instability at one arm of the galaxy and spewed out in another. Subsequently, the exploration and survey of the three inner planets—the rock world, the jungle world, the moss world—were farmed out on shares to Earthian Enterprises. The Derac were accustomed to farming out work to Earthers. Humans prided themselves on their work—an emotion felt, so far as anyone knew, only by humans, as most other starfaring races considered “work” a sign of serfdom, which among them it invariably was. Earthers felt differently. They had their own Exploration and Survey Corps, ESC, and their own Planetary Protection Institute, PPI, a branch of the Interstellar Planetary Protection Alliance, of which Earth was a member. More importantly, Earthers were a settling type of people who seemed not to mind staying in one place as long as it took to do an adequate job of assessing new planets. Accordingly, Earth Enterprises, on behalf of PPI and ESC, was awarded a contract by the Derac to explore and survey, using, of course, the IPPA guidelines governing such activities on newly discovered worlds.


Accordingly they came. They saw. They were conquered.


Two-thirds of the planet’s surface was taken up by the mosslands where the Earthers sought to answer IPPA’s primary question: Did a native people exist? Time spun by, a silver web; they felt what they felt and saw what they saw, but they could not prove what they felt or saw was real. They thought, they felt there was a people, peoples upon Moss, but did a people really exist?


Did the men and women of PPI themselves exist? Their days on Moss went by like dreams passed in a chamber of the heart, a systole of morning wind, a throb of noon sun, an anticipatory pulsation of evening cool that was like the onset of apotheosis, a day gone by in a handful of heartbeats as they waited for something marvelous that would happen inevitably, if they were simply patient enough.


Patience wasn’t enough. IPPA required specific information about newly discovered worlds. Was the ecology pristine or endangered? Were there intelligent inhabitants, and if there were, were they indigenous, immigrants, or conquerors? Did they occupy the entire planet? Were they threatened? Did they consider themselves a part of or the owners of the world on which they lived? Were other races of intelligent creatures native to the world, or had any been imported or rendered extinct? If there were various views on these matters among the inhabitants, might they be amenable to referring the matters to IPPA for resolution? These questions had to be answered! These and a thousand more!


Moss could not be opened to habitation, trade, or visitation until it was certified by IPPA. Moss could not be certified by IPPA until the information was received. The information could not be received until the blanks in the forms were filled in, but the blanks in the forms remained exactly that.


How could one determine prior claims from creatures that fled like visions? Were they inhabitants? Possibly, though they were as likely to be events. Often, truly, they seemed to be hallucinogenic happenings, light and motion flung together by wind and imagination. Perhaps they were a new kind of creature: ecological animations! Such suggestions met with incomprehension back on Earth, where the carbon life-form branch office of IPPA was located.


Where IPPA was all judgment, Earth’s own ESC made no judgments at all. The only task of Exploration and Survey was to record everything, to take note of everything, to determine the history of everything and establish not only how one thing related to another, but also whether each thing fit into a category that would be meaningful to intelligent persons of various races. Though Exploration and Survey Corps was a subsidiary of Earth Enterprises, a purely human organization, operated for profit and without any interstellar governing body, the Corps had to interface with IPPA and therefore used IPPA categories and definitions for its reports.


There was no IPPA category for beautiful. Humans had several times suggested such a category to IPPA, but no other race had a similar concept. Beauty was not quantifiable, said IPPA. The Tharst recognized a quality they called Whomset. The Quondan spoke of the quality of M’Corb. Neither race could define these things, though they said they knew it when they encountered it. IPPA did not recognize things that couldn’t be defined and measured by proprietary devices, mechanical, electronic, or biotech. For IPPA’s purposes, human beings along with most other beings were biological devices that lacked standardization. No race with such sayings as “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder,” or “There’s no accounting for tastes,” could pretend to define beauty in terms the various races would accept.


The lack of Beauty—as well, possibly, as the lack of Whomset or M’Corb—was crippling on Moss. How did one record odors that seemed to be presences? What was the meaning of these rioting colors: these flaming scarlets so joyous as to make the heart leap, these greyed purples so somber as to outmourn black? What was the relationship among these thousand tints and hues, pure, mixed, nacreous, opalescent, ever shifting? What profit was there in this giddy growth and incessant motion?


On Moss, the winds were sculptors, molding the stuff as it grew, weaving tasseled ropes into swaying ladders from high branch to high branch, shredding chiffon tissue into feathered fringes along bare boughs, sometimes puffing beneath a fragile carpet and lifting it to make a glowing gossamer tent between the sky and those who walked beneath. Such constructions were often ephemeral, no sooner seen with breath-caught wonder than they dissolved into a momentary aureole suffused with sun-shattered rays of amber, scarlet, and coral. Strictly speaking, moss did not flower, but on Moss it pretended to do so, in clamorous colors and shapes out of drugged fantasy.


As their separate purposes demanded, ESC and PPI approached their tasks differently. ESC lived behind force screens on a small island in a large lake, an island that had been ringed and roofed with force shields then cleaned down to the bedrock with flame and sterilants to protect the workers from any Mossian scintilla afloat in the atmosphere. On the island, the Earthers walked freely, but when they came ashore, they wore noncons, noncontact suits. They did not breathe the air or drink the water on the mainland, they did not put their skin against the skin of the world. They received reports from PPI, which they remeasured and requantified before filing, or, if measurement was impossible, which they filed under various disreputable categories such as “alleged,” “professed,” “asserted.” With ESC, nothing was sensed directly; everything was measured by devices. It was said of ESC personnel that they were the next thing to hermits, monks, or robots, and it was true that Information Service selected persons who were loners by nature, content with silence.


PPI, on the other hand, had to experience a world to make judgments about it, and its people fell into Moss as into a scented bath, only infrequently coming up for air. Baffled by change, assaulted by sensation, each day confronting a new landscape, PPI people spent days at a time forgetting their purpose. The seasons were marked by shifts of color, by drifts of wind, by smells and shapes and a certain nostalgic tenderness that came and went, like a memory of lost delight. Time, on Moss, was a meaningless measurement of nothing much.


PPI was abetted in its lethargy. Exploration of the world Jungle, in this same system, had ended in a disaster dire enough to demonstrate that impatience might be a mistake. If one hurried things, one might end up as those poor PPI fellows had on Jungle, where both men and reputations had been lost and nothing had been discovered as compensation. PPI could not explain its failure. Back on Earth, those in command, who had no idea what a jungle world was like, or indeed what any primitive world was like, decided that PPI had been overeager, had pressed too far, too quickly. ESC, responsible for housing and protecting the team on Jungle, had allowed too much liberty, too quickly. Do not make this same mistake, they said, on Moss.


Obediently, ESC people on Moss considered, reconsidered, weighed, and reweighed, becoming more eremitic with each day that passed. Gratefully, PPI personnel on Moss added Authorized Dawdle to the snail-creep imposed by the planet itself. Dazedly they wandered and dreamed and fell into intimacy with the sounds and smells and visions of the place. Finally, after years of this, the Moss folk rewarded them all by emerging from the shadows onto the meadows along the shore, and dancing there in patterns of sequined flames. Every off-planet person on Moss saw them. Every recorder turned upon them recorded them. Every person saw the curved bodies of the Mossen, as they were subsequently dubbed, aflutter in a bonfire of motion, gliding and glittering in a constant murmur of musical babble that might have been speech. If they spoke.


Who knew if they spoke? Did they have powers of perception? Did they see their visitors? They showed no sign of it except when one man or another wanted a closer view and attempted to approach. As anyone crossed the invisible line, the Mossen vanished, floating upward in a spasm of light, the carpet of their dancing floor raised beneath them, veiling them from below. Moss itself was a wonder, a marvel beyond comprehension. The Mossen who inhabited it remained a mystery, an enigma that baffled understanding.


The ESC island was just offshore of the meadow where the Mossen danced. The compound of PPI lay on the shore beside that meadow. The compound contained a number of individual houses-cum-workstations gathered around the commissary hall, where meals were prepared and meetings held. The outsides of the buildings had been mossened with green and yellow, red and gray within a day of their erection, though the insides, inexplicably, remained unfestooned. The largest building served as a headquarters, and it was there that Duras Drom, the mission chief, sat at his console, sifting his records, searching for something, anything to help him out of his dilemma.


What he found only complicated it.


“When did this report from ESC come in, the one about the ships?”


His lieutenant gave him a thoughtful look as though from a distance of some miles. “What report?”


“Here,” said Drom, pointing. “Earther ships, old ones, up on the nearest plateau.”


The other man, Bar Lukha, rose and stumbled across the room and back, pausing briefly to look over Drom’s shoulder. “Dunno. Haven’t seen it. Sage must’ve entered it. There, let’s see, what’s today? Hmm. Looks like fourteen, fifteen days ago.”


“They found ships! And nobody mentioned it!”


“As you said, old ones,” said the other, dismissively. “Mossed all over. Nobody in them.”


“They’re Hargess ships!”


“Really? Hmmm. I suppose the Hargess Hessings might want to know about it.”


“You suppose so, do you? Of course they’ll want to know about it. Even families with enough money to send off whole fleets of ships on damned fool errands are interested in what happens to them!”


“Ah.” Bar Lukha shook his head as he passed his dreaming gaze across his fellow as though scanning shadows. “They’ve written them off, long since. They’ve been lost up on that escarpment too long to be of concern. It’s no wonder nobody saw them until recently. You really want to open things up …”


Drom cursed, quietly, thoughtfully. Though the persons who had traveled in those ships or had owned those ships, or their heirs, might have a reasonable claim to the planet itself, the process of exploration and categorization, inconclusive though it was, had advanced so far that no one would welcome a suggestion to start over. Such a suggestion would infuriate the Derac. And others.


He had no intention of suggesting it. He would simply forward the report. Let the higher-ups suggest whatever they wanted to. His soul told him this world should be left to the creatures who occupied it, but he could find no hard evidence of intelligent life. He had only one concrete fact to use as a bar against this planet being opened up, visited, utilized, colonized, destroyed, but he did not wish to mention that one thing.


Still, despite all the earlier protestations of patience, Exploration and Survey Corps was growing itchy. Taking time was one thing, they said. Taking forever was another. ESC didn’t get paid until something definitive happened. Several days ago Earth Enterprises had demanded a report, a preliminary judgment, a few words to indicate what was going on. Either that, or they’d pull their people out, contract or no contract.


This directive in hand, Drom had gone to his mirror to consult with himself, there being no one else of appropriate status left to consult. His consciousness hovered between two sets of identically accsatory eyes, himself glaring at himself reflected; himself, head of station; accountable to no one but himself; knowing himself to have willingly succumbed to the delirium of Moss, to have repeatedly indulged himself and, yes, others, in behavior that PPI HQ would consider … no! That he himself considered improper.


The only remedy for this infraction was to stay out of the forest, to confine himself to quarters. The PPI team could not possibly decide anything sensibly when too many people in it, including Drom himself, were consistently guilty of delight, guilty of spending seasons at a time lying half-buried in mossy softness, frittering away years while smelling joy in the air as though each moment were eternal!


Oh, yes. PPI had disported itself, at least those given to disporting had done so, and when certain puritans among them had questioned this nonchalance toward duty, Drom himself had allowed it to go on. Hadn’t he commanded and hadn’t they served as the PPI team on Jungle, twelve years ago, when eleven of their fellows had vanished into that overgrown weed patch leaving no sign, no signal, no nothing to mark where they had gone or what had taken them? Hadn’t they had nightmares afterward, as though from a lasting poison that affected only the sleeping mind? Hadn’t they gone directly from the Jungle to Stone, where they’d been daily dust-dazzled, sun-staggered, half-melted by the heat? On Stone, even PPI personnel could not touch the surface or allow the surface to touch them, but it was a great-grandmother lode of rare ores, the most profitable new world found in a century. Still, living things had been found in stranger environments, and years had spun by in baking chaos and a madness of mining machines, while PPI went through the motions of searching for indigenous life so that no one, no people could accuse them of slacking their duty.


After all that, didn’t they have some pleasure coming, some relaxation? He had thought so, said so, though what they had earned and what was appropriate were two different things. The truth was they would not be allowed to remain on Moss no matter what they reported or found or believed. Those who didn’t die here would be sent somewhere else quite shortly. Where that place might be and how well or badly they would live there could depend significantly on the overall profit or loss coming from these three planets. Profit or loss, defeat or victory, fines or bonus pay hinged upon what was found here, in this system. Jungle had been a total loss; Stone a bonanza; and Moss was an enigma. Finding an intelligent race on this planet, or, if there was none, being able to say so definitively would make the planet bankable. It would put them on the high plus side, the very high plus side. Everyone knew that, but even now, after all this time on Moss, that basic question remained unanswered. Until it was answered, what was the place good for?


Nothing that made money. Retirement, perhaps. Several of the PPI people originally assigned to Moss had been old-timers. They had communicated with colleagues near retirement, and some of the oldsters had arrived, “assigned to temporary duty,” and they had been followed by others yet. The installation had been enlarged, at first, to house additional personnel, though no additions had been needed recently. The PPI contingent roll was three or four times longer than the rolls of those surveying any other known world. Of course, the rolls were only paper. The people, bodily, were seldom to be found.


Was there an intelligent race on Moss?


“… if the flame folk are intelligent, there’s a bonus,” he said, dreaming into the silence of the room.


“I know,” said the young lieutenant from his seat before a bank of monitors. “That’s what the ESC expert said. If they’re intelligent, we profit.”


“An intelligent race is a market,” Drom mused. “And a new market is worth money, once you find out what it wants and needs.”


Bar Lukha considered this through long moments of silence, saying at last, “But the Mossen don’t need anything.”


“How do we know?” Drom asked. “The Mossen don’t talk. They don’t do anything but dance.”


“Right.” The word drawled out, spinning itself into something more than mere agreement. Into connivance. Into complicity.


Drom said desperately, “Even if they’re people, if they don’t talk or interact in some way, we can’t establish intelligence. If there’s no intelligence, we have to leave and let the real estate guys take over.”


Lukha kept his eyes fixed on his monitors, which were dancing for no reason. He had not been able to find out what was happening. For days now, the monitors had been dancing to sounds he couldn’t hear, electromagnetic activity he couldn’t locate. He had finally decided the dials were doing it because they liked it, because it was more fun than standing still.


“We’d stay if they—you know, them. If they wanted emergence,” he remarked, in a preoccupied voice.


“If they wanted emergence, yes.” More than anything, Drom wanted to stay here, to do what he had spent years doing before he had sentenced himself to confinement: take off his clothes, wander off into the mosses, eat the sweet bulbs of dew that formed on the stems of the blue, lie deep in the scent of the violet, thrust himself against the velvet of the scarlet, feeling his skin prickle and burn and then flare in ecstasy that went on for a seeming eternity. Maybe ask one of the women if she’d like to do the scarlet with him. Oh, yes, he wanted to stay here.


“Maybe the flame folk want to meet other people,” murmured Lukha.


“Prove it,” challenged Drom.


“Well, they don’t talk to us. Maybe they write.” Bar Lukha hummed to himself. “Maybe … we’ve found a message they left us.”


Drom looked up in disbelief. The flame people of Moss didn’t even acknowledge that men were there! How in heaven’s name would they send any kind of … message. “It’s a mystery to me how they’d do that!”


“Mystery … is the message,” Lukha went on, as though entranced. “I think it was on a piece of that flat, gray moss that wraps around the trees. I think they wrote with some of the red juice of those berry kind of things.”


His voice was intent, speaking of something he had obviously thought about, wondered about: the enigmatic Mossen leaving a message.


Drom considered the idea of a message. Would it be in the Earth language?


“In Earth-tongue,” Lukha answered the unspoken question, half-singing it. “Oh, yes. They wrote it in our language and left it where I would find it. I read their message. It said, they wanted to meet other people. From beyond the stars.”


“How did they learn our language?” Drom whispered, not wanting to break the spell.


“Listening to us, Chief. Listening to us. Reading our bulletin board. Looking at our papers …”


“And they want to meet other people, from beyond the stars.”


“That’s what the message said. The message I read.”


“Where is it, Lieutenant. This message.”


Now Lukha was, in fact, crooning the words. “I’ll look for it, Chief. I had it. I know I put it somewhere …”


“We’d need a linguist,” breathed Drom. “I’ll ask them for a linguist.” And also, he told himself, he would ask them for a team to look at those abandoned ships. Since they were Hargess ships, they’d have to send someone. And meantime, he really would stay out of the mosses.




THE LINGUIST’S SISTER: JEWEL DELIS


Eventually, the Planetary Protection Institute mission on Garr’ugh 290 requested a linguist. The matter was referred to someone in Exploration and Survey Corps who attempted to link Paul Delis, my half brother. At the time, Paul was deeply involved in quite another activity: a session of manic and escalating eroticism that had driven me to take refuge behind the locked door of my room, where I sat stewing, my annoyance not at all ameliorated by familial affection. Affection for Paul, familial or otherwise, had been eroding for years.


Prior experience with similar situations suggested that Paul would soon propose to his concs, Poppy, Marigold, Salvia, and Lavender, that it would be fun to get sister Jewel involved in their games. Foreseeing this, I’d done what I could to minimize damage by putting away everything breakable during a temporary lull the night before. I’d packed an overnight bag and readied my street robe and veil by the door. An hour ago, I’d linked Shiela Alred to say that I’d be coming over to the sanctuary as soon as I could escape unnoticed.


Shiela had said a few pointed words about people who made the same mistake a lot more than twice, which I chose to ignore. My boss, not Shiela, my real boss, Gainor Brandt, had asked me to continue living with Paul if I could bear it. Thus far I had found it bearable, barely. When Paul was working, as he usually was, he was civil, if arrogant, and living with him gave me a lot more breathing room than any space I could have afforded on my own. It was only during these libidinous fits of his that he took all four of the concs out of their cases, overdosed them and himself on moodsprays, and mindlessly metamorphosed into an idiot satyr, ecstatically disregarding the wreckage he was causing. Each time it happened, I prayed that someone, somewhere, would be in such desperate need of a linguist they’d overlook Paul’s extortionate fees and hire him for a long, long-term project off planet. This time it hadn’t happened, but the blind hope had persuaded me to overstay a sensible departure time. Now noises offstage indicated the culminating incident was imminent.


“Jooo-ell,” came a happy little voice through the door. “Come out, Jooo-ell.” This was followed by a wild giggle, then a crash, then another voice, “Jooo-ell-ee. Pow-ie wans you in on the funzies. Jooo-ell-ee.”


Concs were a familiar sight on the podways, but none I had seen elsewhere talked like willful children. Concs had limited vocabularies, true, and their voices were quite high, but they were not prattling and manic in the way Paul’s concs inevitably were. I could only suppose that concs, who were said to be infinitely adaptable, had responded to Paul’s preference for feral childishness that could in an instant become dangerous. Now, though the wee conc voices were still nonthreatening, I knew the next step would be an assault on my door in which the concs would join wholeheartedly. Not that they had hearts. On several such occasions I’d had to call security to get me out of the apartment intact. Each time Paul had regarded this as an act of “disloyalty,” which he wasn’t quick to forgive.


“Jooo-ell,” Lavender cried again. “Tum tum ow-oot wif us.”


Reason would do no good, so I resorted to duplicity. With my robe on and veil over my head, I tapped my link into ready, and spoke the code for Paul’s library, his “work” room, at the far end of our apartment. He never let a call to that link go unanswered, even when, as in this case, he had trouble remembering where it was. The summoner screeched insistently over the pattering of androgynous little feet accompanying the arrhythmic thuds of Paul caroming from wall to wall.


When he answered, I would pretend the call was from some VIP and ask him to hold. While he did so, I’d get out through the service door by the food service core.


I put the link to my ear and heard his strangled bellow: “Wha … Paw … Paul Delis here …”


It took a moment to realize I’d heard it through the door, not through the link. Someone else had reached him first. I didn’t wait to find out who before grabbing my bag and scooting down the hall in the opposite direction, wondering why I hadn’t left two days ago while things were still relatively sane. It was probably mere stubbornness on my part. In a thirteen-mile-square urb with over a billion people in it, one didn’t give up one’s living space without a fight.


Outside the apartment, I followed the flow arrows of the hallway traffic lane to “Local 53,” my transport hub, one of the sixty-four locals on my floor. There I joined a clutch of other anonymous robes and veils in boarding the lift, one at a time, each one of us taking position inside the painted grid that divided the floor into person-sized squares. Though out-planet visitors claim to find our separation conventions strange, all our robes and veils, our painted grids, our flow arrows, and the section marks on moving walkways are what keep us sane in public areas. They are more than mere customs. They’re the walls between survival and chaos.


The lift dropped four floors to the 141st floor, which is the mercantile floor of my Tier, a Tier being ten floors: eight residential floors above one park floor and one mercantile floor that also serves as a transport center. From near the lifts, I boarded Intersection-Diagonal NW, which took me to the nearest sector hub, where I switched to a sector-diagonal and got off at NE Quadrant hub. Since my ultimate destination was above the 200th floor, I boarded the quadrant express lift to the NE Quadrant Transport Area on the 200th floor and took the Quadrant-Diagonal NE to the pod lobby at the corner of Tower 29. The sanctuary was in Tower 69, four towers east, and I caught a pod moving in that direction.


Telling it makes it sound complicated, but the trip was habitual and quick. I paid as little attention as possible to my surroundings, seeing only what was necessary, keeping arms and hands close to my body, staying in the middle of my square on the walkways, in the middle of my seat on the pod, my head tilted forward and my veil down so as not to offend by appearing to stare at anyone. In the years before grids were established, before all citizens started wearing robes and veils, staring, bumping, and shoving had been the rule, along with a good deal of retaliatory rage. Back then, the annual death toll from gang assaults and crowd rage had been over a million in this urb alone. After tests in a few urbs proved that anonymity worked, rage had been forestalled by edict. No more affiliation buttons; no more gang colors; no more tower or sector IDs. Good citizens wore veils and robes with no distinguishing marks; they kept their heads down, their hands folded, and pretended they were all alone in the world.


Once in Tower 69, I pulled off the veil in the private express lift to the sanctuary on Floor 259. My putative fund-raising office was there, as was the little suite I used when I was working late or avoiding Paul. Eventually, he’d exhaust himself, and I would go home again to be greeted with sneers and resentment, as though failing to join in his games was some sort of familial impropriety. I’d learned to ignore that stage of things. It would eventually pass, just as each of his concs eventually passed, to be mysteriously replaced by another. I never knew where he found them, though on occasions I had asked some superficially innocent question such as, “What happened to Vanilla? I haven’t seen it …”


“Her,” he corrected.


“… her around for some time.”


“I got tired of her.”


“What did you do with her.”


“Got a new one.”


Eventually, he always got tired of them, or misused them, or destroyed them. Though concs were reputed to be excellent sensual partners for men or women or any combination of them, Paul was never contented with mere excellence. He always pushed the limits toward meltdown and obliteration. Afterward, his easiest out was to blame the concs or blame me. I often thought Paul valued me more for my role as scapegoat than he did for any reason of kinship.


The lift doors opened on a floating cloud of violet draperies and improbable hair: Shiela Alred in her usual monochromatic flurry. She tilted her lavender coif, grabbed both my hands in hers, and looked up at me as she cried in a panicky voice: “You’ve heard the news then, Jewel?”


Shiela usually sailed along on a sea of aristocratic aplomb, but today her voice rasped and her hands gripped mine like talons.


“No, Shiela, I’ve been … sort of closeted today.”


“Dreadful, my dear, dreadful. Those hateful IGI-HFO people! I’ve been on the link all morning, helping various of our friends plan what to do next. So stupid, this whole thing. It makes me so furious!”


Red spots burned on her cheeks. The flesh around her eyes was wet and swollen. My mouth went dry. I asked, “What have the iggy-huffos done now, Shiela?”


She had to clear her throat before she could get it out. “The final straw, really. In thirty days, all sanctuaries are to be closed. Cleaned out, is the way they put it. My God, if it weren’t for the arkers, we’d have no hope at all!”


“Thirty days?” I felt I was choking. The walls tilted nauseatingly. I managed to gargle, “Only thirty days?”


“That terrible man, you know, the head of IGI-HFO? Evil One Moore!”


It was her usual joke. “Evolun Moore, yes.”


“He threatens riots among the down-dwellers unless Worldkeeper puts a final end to all animal life on Earth.” She laughed half-hysterically. “According to Moore, animals use too much water and air. Naturally, he says nothing about the billions of concs living wherever they like, using up a lot more of everything than animals do.”


I managed to ask, “Who made the announcement?”


“Evil One himself, of course. Though Worldkeeper immediately verified it, speaking for who knows what anonymous bureaucrats! Claiming it’s only a temporary measure! Only until the death rate increases, they say. Only until ET colonies stop sending people back here by the millions under the Law of Return …”


I snarled, “Only until all the dogs, cats, and canary birds are dead and the down-dwellers find they don’t have any more space, air, or water than they have right now.”


“It’ll be too late then.” Shiela took my arm and tugged me toward the security checkpoint at the sanctuary door. “I’ve already called Gainor Brandt. He says he’s negotiating an extension on enforcement of the edict on the grounds that our research is vital to planetary security.”


Gainor Brandt’s public job was as the general manager of Earth Enterprises, which meant he also controlled the Exploration and Survey Corps. Covertly, he was one of the mainstays of the preservationist movement, the “arkists,” small letters, no emphasis, hush, don’t mention it.


Shiela babbled on. “I’ve also spoken with arkist headquarters. They have some arks ready … well not totally, but they will support life. Oh, Jewel! Have I ever said what a saint you are to us! Living with Paul must be quite horrid, but we would never have had so many arks if you hadn’t been with him here and there …”


I laughed, not because it was funny. “Well I’m not there, Shiela.”


“I presume he’s on one of his conc orgies?”


“Oh my, yes.”


“Does he know you’re gone?”


“I’m the last thing he’s thinking of.”


“Can I offer you some supper? You look just as hungry as you do tired.”


Since I’d had limited access to the food service core for the last couple of days, I told her I’d love some supper.


She babbled on: “When you linked, my dear, I thought you might be coming because you’d heard the bad news. Just as you did the first time we met. It was old Evil One back then, too, wasn’t it. Terrible man. His face on the news screens, baying like some great, prehistoric … crocodile! Ten years ago?”


I suppressed a grimace. “Nearer twelve, Shiela.”


“You’re right. Of course! It was 2700, the year we started the sanctuary. You were only, what? Eighteen? Dear Witt brought you. I remember your face was all swollen from crying, you’d gotten to Jon Point just in time to keep him from …”


She was headed down a painful road that I refused to travel just then. “I’ll just go put these things away, Shiela.”


“Oh, of course dear, you do that. Go settle in. I’ll let you know when to come down for supper.”


Shiela fluttered off toward her private lift to her residence on the floor below. She had cued a painful spasm of reminiscence, though by now the memory was so worn around the edges that it didn’t stop my breathing as it used to do. The memories seemed more like a part I’d played, a role I’d put on like a garment rather than an event I’d lived through as a person. Most days it was hard to believe I could ever have been as stupid as I had been at eighteen.


The sanctuary residential suites were in the opposite direction from the one Shiela had gone, and the hallway was as blessedly quiet as the caverns of Mars I remembered from childhood. Even the full quota of staff and visitors never filled it, much less crowded it, and the space made me feel as though I expanded, like a warmed balloon, slowly pressing out into the light and air.


In my suite—a bedroom, bath, and small sitting room—I shelved the few items I’d brought then washed my hands and face. Matty, my mother, had always insisted I wash up whenever I came into private space. “People in masses are poisonous,” she used to say, her serious tone belied by the sparkle in her eyes. “Whenever we come into private space, we should wash them off.”


“I don’t see anything, Mama.”


“It’s invisible effluvium,” Matty told me. “The sorrows and anxieties of too many people.”


Back then, I’d been sure I could see the sorrows dissolving in the water, washing down the drain. The sorrows were part of a Mars song Matty used to sing:




“Our coats are thin as mist, our heels are horn,


beneath our eyes old sorrows build their nest …”





When she became too weak to hold a mirror, Matty asked me to hold it for her, so she could make sure there were no sorrow nests under her eyes.




“We here kept faith alive, but all the rest,


the wisest and the bravest we have borne,


left faith behind to go out, seeking splendor …”





“Who did, Matty?” I asked her. “Who went off seeking splendor? What is splendor?”


“No one knows,” she said. “No one knows who stayed and who went, or where. The Zhaar, maybe, but they didn’t leave the directions behind …”


I didn’t know Matty was famous until years after she died. I knew she made pictures and music about the weird stony places on Mars. My father was Victor Delis, the Earthian ambassador to Mars. Paul was his son by his first wife, a very rich, spoiled, willful woman who killed herself doing something that every sane person in the vicinity had told her not to. Paul inherited most of her money because, so my mother said, he was just like her.


After Victor died, Matty got together with a childhood friend, the artist, Joram Bonner III. Paul would never call Joram “Father,” of course, any more than he would call Matty “Mother.” He called her Matty, so I got in the habit of doing that, too, except when I was alone with her and baby Tad. Tad came along when I was two and Paul was four, Taddeus Joram Bonner, Joram Bonner IV.


Right around my sixth birthday Matty got sick. Nobody on Mars could help her, so Joram brought us all back to Earth. While the doctors tried to cure Matty, Joram found us a place to live on Floor 145, Tower 29 in Northwest Urb 15, the same apartment Paul and I were still “sharing.” Joram said it was a prestige location because it had windows, even though there was nothing to see except the tower across the street. It wasn’t a street, really. It was more like a chasm, the bottom of it stuffed with roaring stacks of dark, dirty freight tunnels and catacombs where the down-dwellers live.


Earth scared me at first. The towers were huge, each a mile square and more than two hundred stories high. Podways ran along every tenth floor, north on the east side of each tower and south on the west side. Up one level, they went west on the north side and east on the south side. They stopped at the pod lobbies on each corner, so when you were on one, it went woahmp-clatter, rhmmm, woahmp-clatter, whoosh. That’s a pod-lobby stop, a slow trip across the street, another pod-lobby stop, then a mile long whoosh, very fast. The pod-lobbies were full of people, too, and that’s the clatter part, the scary part. Taddeus and I saw more people in one pod-lobby than we’d ever seen together anywhere on Mars, and many of them were dressed in fight colors: Tower 59 against Tower 58, Sector 12 against Sector 13, all of them pushing and shoving and tripping over each other. Often they got into fights or screaming fits. It took us a while to figure out how to dodge them and keep out of their way, but when we got good at it, it turned into a kind of game, and we rode the podways for fun. It was a lot safer than it sounds, because there are so many monitors on the pods that people are afraid to do anything really wicked unless they’re over the edge. Tad and I thought part of the fun was spotting people that were about to go over the edge. We could almost always tell.


Paul and Taddeus and I started school at the Tower Academy while we were waiting for Matty to get better. Matty would improve, then she’d relapse, then she’d improve. The disease attacked her nerves, so she was in dreadful pain, and finally it got into her muscles so she couldn’t move. After that, she didn’t improve anymore. She got weaker and weaker and finally just faded away and died. Joram and I were with her. Joram said Taddeus was too young for a deathwatch, and Paul said she was no kin of his, not that it made any difference. If she’d been kin, he’d probably have acted the same way.


After Matty died, things got complicated. Paul was ten, and he refused to go back to Mars, and Paul always did exactly what he wanted to do, no matter what anyone said. Since he had lots of money from his mother, and I had some from my father, we each had what’s called an NCC, a noncoparenting certificate, which meant we didn’t have to have coparents under Earth law so long as Joram arranged for us to be properly cared for. Taddeus hadn’t inherited any money, and Joram was his only living parent, so he needed a coparent.


Joram was a vista preservation artist, and Earth had no vistas left to preserve. Joram’s grandfather had scanned the last few: Antarctica before it thawed; Ayers Rock before they broke it up; the pyramids, just before they tore them down for landfill. Joram couldn’t do his work if he stayed on Earth to parent us, so he decided to make a liaison contract among himself, us three kids, and a Licensed Child Custodian named Luth Fannett LCC. Both my trust fund and Paul’s paid something in every year, and Joram sent money for Taddeus, so while Joram was off God-knows-where, we three kids and Luth lived in the apartment with the prestige windows we couldn’t see anything out of.


Even at ten, Paul was very proud. He was proud of his mind and of the way he could learn languages so easily and proud of being a Delis and proud of having his mother’s money. When he was twelve, Paul told me that Victor Delis had begotten me on purpose so I could be Paul’s assistant when we grew up. “Because you’ll be smart enough to help me but not smart enough to do anything significant on your own.”


I don’t know where Paul got that idea. He was only three when our father was killed, and people don’t remember things that far back. Besides, I don’t think Victor Delis would have said any such thing. He was an ambassador, and they’re supposed to be tactful. Paul certainly wasn’t tactful. He was just plain nasty a lot of the time, which is why Tad and I spent a lot of time on the podways.


Podfare was almost nothing. We could ride all week on our allowance of pocket money. We’d go across the urb and back again. Sometimes we’d go up to the 200th floor and take express pods that went outside the urb. We’d watch people and make up stories about them and eat pod-lobby food like sizzlejuice and crunch-a-muncheese. One particular day when I was off school, Paul started the morning making me miserable. Tad wasn’t home. I couldn’t lock myself in my own room because Luth wouldn’t let me have a lock. So I just left and went pod-hopping by myself. I found a corner seat on a multipod and rode it back and forth, watching people. That was before people wore veils, so you could really look at people so long as you didn’t stare. After a while, I switched podways and rode the expresses, and finally I depodded at a funny-looking tower I’d already passed half a dozen times, trying to decide whether to cross the street to go north or up one floor to go west, and I noticed the glass doors leading into the park floor of the tower.


Every floor ending in a 0 is a park floor, but these doors didn’t look like ordinary park floor doors. They were painted all over with tall red letters: DERELICT. DANGER. DO NOT ENTER. I put my nose against the glass, my hands shadowing my eyes. Nothing out there! Except that nothing was something, so far as I was concerned! Space. Real space. Without people in it!


I edged to the crack in the door, where it was chained almost shut, but not so tight I couldn’t squeeze through. Right inside, staring into my face, were a pair of strange eyes. I glanced around to see if anyone was watching me, but everybody had already gone up or down or across to connect with another podway, so I pushed the door as far as it would go and scrunched through. No one bigger than I was could have done it; only someone like me, as Paul said, all bones.


Inside, when my eyes got used to the darkness, I saw the creature of the eyes staring at me, so I went toward it. It backed up, and I followed it. It was moving through the dark toward a faint light at the center of the floor. The walls were all crumbled into piles of trash with hairy bits of wiring sticking out, like disintegrating monsters. Broken pipes were hanging from the collapsing ceiling, and way off at the edges of the floor, daylight leaked in where the outside walls had fallen.


The creature was still ahead of me, a darker shadow against the inside walls where the core services had been. It slipped through an open door and into a lighted space, then turned to look at me. Once I’d seen it in the light, I knew what it was, even though I’d never really seen a live one, because Matty had talked about them, over and over, and she’d found the remains of them on Mars, and she’d had one when she was little and I’d had one, a stuffed one, when I was just a baby. It was a Faithful Dog, just like the pictures she’d shown me only bigger. It stepped into a kind of basket thing and nosed around, and when I got close I saw the basket was full of little ones. Seven squirmy, fat sausages with their eyes shut. When the big dog lay down, the little ones started sucking on her, and I made the connection. Those were her mammaries. Like breasts, so she was kind of my cousin, because I was a mammal, too.


I crouched down by the basket and stroked the puppies while they were eating. It was a feeling … I’d never had that feeling before. They were warm and soft. Their mother was watching me, her eyes told me to be careful, but she didn’t mind if I touched them. She was a man-friend, and I was trying to remember anything I’d ever heard about man-friends in the “Litany of Animals” that Matty taught me and the pictures I’d seen in baby books with animal alphabets, from aardvarks to zebras. D was always Dog. In olden times men had dogs as pets, friends, companions, workers, too, I guess. They pulled wagons and herded sheep and all sorts of things. Oh, yes, they’d been eyes for blind people, too, before we could put artificial or cloned eyes in, but mostly they’d been cures for loneliness. All this was bubbling up in my mind while a feeling was rising up my arm like warm honey: softness, friendliness, someone saying, “Hello, other thing.” I was the other thing, and this one needed me …


Then, from behind me, I heard a surprised grunt, and someone said, “What the bloomin’ oompah’re you doin’ here?”


He was a big old man with a whitish beard and woolly eyebrows. His face was full of lines, and his hands and fingers were thick and bumpy. I could see them very well because he had hold of me by the arms and was sort of shaking me, not to hurt, just as though he wondered what kind of thing I was. I told him my name.


“Jewel Delis! Now, isn’t that somethin’. You any relation to that Ambassador Delis got killed on Mars?”


I said he was my father.


“Poor man. Wrong place at wrong time, so they say. So what’s Delis’s daughter doing here all alone midst all this ruin an’ wreckage, droppin’ in on Jon Point and his dogs?”


I said, “I’ve never seen a real one before.”


“Don’t have dogs on Mars?”


“No, sir. There’s not enough air or water for anything except necessities. ‘Hydroponics first, people second, and there is no third.’ That’s what they say.”


He laughed about that, and he offered me some algae crackers, not the good kind but the light green ones that taste funny. I still took one, to be polite. We talked, and he showed me his dogs, and I stayed there most of the day. When I got home, Luth was furious with me until I told her Paul had started in on me, so I’d been pod-hopping. She knew Paul as well as I did, and she didn’t blame me. Besides, all sorts of people pod-hopped, and nobody would hurt you because everybody was identichipped, and nobody could get away with really hurting anybody without being stun-gunned by the automatic monitors.


I didn’t tell Luth about Jon Point or the dogs. I didn’t tell Paul, either. From then on, I had two families. I had Paul and Luth and Tad on the 145th floor of Tower 29 and I had Jon Point and several kinds of dogs on the 10th floor of Tower 91. The first family was the one I lived with, but—except for Tad—the other family was the one I cared most about. The dogs needed me. They really did because Jon Point’s wife had died, his son had gone off planet, and Jon claimed to be “A vastly overburdened man.” If I wasn’t there to help give them food and water, if I didn’t come to clean their space … they might not be able to live at all.


That happened when I was eight. It seemed like my whole life had been aimed at that minute, like I was an arrow flying straight at it. From that time on, I spent every spare minute at Jon Point’s kennel. He’d pirated some water and electric lines in the old tower, hiding them so the weirdos wouldn’t find them. He said the weirdos scattered themselves through derelict towers like soy-nuts in breakfast food, mostly in the first three or four floors. The lifts didn’t work anymore, and climbing higher than that was work. Jon had friends who bred cats, and some who bred birds. Breeder was a word like down-dweller, not a nice thing to call anybody. Breeding of animals wasn’t allowed in regular towers. That’s why breeders camped out in towers that were scheduled for demolition. Out of the hundred towers in each urb, there are usually one or two of the oldest ones waiting to be rebuilt.


Jon sold the bigger dogs to wealthy people who had exempt estates with room for dogs to run and act like dogs. The little furry, cute ones, he sold as pets to people living in towers. It’s hard to imagine being lonesome in a tower that has ten million people in it, in an urb that has a billion or more, but lots of the apartments were just two hundred square feet, for one person, and if you couldn’t have a little dog … well, people have concs now, of course, but back then, nobody had ever seen a conc.


The first one I saw was in a pod lobby. Even though it was sort of human-looking, anyone would know right away it wasn’t human. It was pale yellow, with silver hair. It didn’t look male or female, sort of in between, but it was curvy and had a pretty face and it was graceful-looking, wearing just enough clothes not to be bare. After that, I saw a few here and there; then, all of a sudden, everywhere, different colors of skin and hair, different ways of smiling or laughing, all sounding much alike, little kids’ voices using very few words.


It wasn’t long before the information network started to do stories on them. They were “companions,” or that’s what the news stories said, even though everybody called them concs, for concubines. Only a few weeks later Paul came home from his school with a mop-headed, big-eyed, mostly naked, reddish brown thing. I saw it by the door, smiling and murmuring to itself.


I half wanted to laugh and half wanted to get mad, and I said, “Paul, that’s a conc!”


“I know,” he said in his way-up-there, superior voice. (Matty said Paul had acquired loftiness with his mother’s milk, not that his mother ever nursed him.) “But it’s only a little one, and it followed me home. It’s name is Cinnamon, and I’m going to keep it.”


Taddeus was standing right behind me. He said, “You’re not old enough. Jewel, he’s only twelve, he’s not old enough, is he?”


I saw the flicker in Paul’s eyes, like a hot, barely controlled flame, and I thought of Paul being amused by a concubine as compared to Paul getting his amusement elsewhere, usually from bullying Tad or me, so I said, “If he wants it, and he promises to take care of it, I think he should keep it.”


When I told Luth, about it, I could tell she was thinking the same things I had. It didn’t take her long to say yes, let it stay.


When I was twelve, Jon Point introduced me to a boy named Witt Hessing. Witt was one of The Hessings, and he came to buy two shepherd pups, Quick and Busy. He needed to know how to care for them and train them, and by that time I was very good at both those things, so Jon registered a contract between Witt and me so I could get paid for helping him. The Hessing place was outside the urb, a hundred-acre exempt estate with grass and trees and gardens. For a while I went over there every day, and Witt and I got to be friends. When he paid me for helping him train the dogs, he kissed me, just on the cheek, and I was so flustered I missed my stop at home tower.


Nobody had kissed me since Matty died. There isn’t supposed to be any kissing except between liaised people, people with a contract. You don’t dare be involved with anyone without a contract that says who you are and what your intentions are and what the outcome is to be. That’s why Jon recorded a liaison contract between Witt and me.


Anyhow, that was the only time. Witt and I stayed friends, and we spent time in each other’s company. Once I was old enough that they couldn’t stop me, I told Paul and Tad I was doing volunteer work at an animal shelter. Paul was his usual nasty self about it, but I did it anyway. I had a few friends at the Tower Educational Center, but I spent most of my time at Jon’s and with people he knew. I learned a lot, and mostly, I was … contented, I guess, until Witt got to be twenty-two and I turned eighteen, and that’s when everything started to veer off in strange directions.


Paul broke the news first thing in the morning before I was fully awake. Paul knew it would make me crazy, hearing about it, so he stared at me while he told me, ready to enjoy the show. Somehow, I managed to keep my voice calm and my eyes dry as I said, “When did you hear this, Paul.”


“It was on the info-net, this morning, early.” He posed, repeating the item for effect: “Evolun Moore announced Worldkeeper’s decision forbidding animals or birds in residential towers. They use up too much water, too much air.”


I swallowed. “What about exempt estates?”


He sniffed. “Oh, the rich can keep their useless luxuries, of course. But in thirty days, no more furry little rats in the lifts.” And he turned away, disappointed because I hadn’t screamed or had a tantrum or simply broken down in tears. I did all that, though silently, after I was in my room with the door shut, getting ready to go to the kennel. I knew Jon Point very well: He was a man given to frequent despair and when he despaired, he acted foolishly. I had to get there as fast as possible.


By the time I got to Tower 91, my eyes were swollen half-shut, and I was standing so tight against the pod doors that I almost fell into the pod lobby when they opened. The tower doors were still crisscrossed with warning signs, but I’d long since broken the locks and memorized the trail. I could run the whole way without even noticing the surroundings.


Everyone knew that Moore, as head of IGI-HFO (which means “In God’s Image—Humans First and Only,”) had been stirring up the down-dwellers. He had founded the group as a religious order, preaching in pod lobbies that animals had no right to exist anywhere on Earth—or on any other human occupied planet—because all space, air, water was needed for the one creature made in God’s image. Moore was handsome, he seemed to have lots of funding from somewhere, and he was a marvelous speaker. Even people who hated him as I did could get caught up in the rhythm and thunder of his speeches, so you can imagine how easily the down-dwellers were stirred into a frenzy. Down-dwellers were always dissatisfied with life, even without an agitator, so having their anger gravel shoved over the edge was guaranteed to start an avalanche.


Despite all that, I hadn’t believed anyone could want to kill pets. Now I had to believe it, and all I could think about was getting to the kennel before Jon got there and did something irreparable.


Adults aren’t supposed to run. Running isn’t acceptable. People can be injured by runners. Never mind all that; I ran anyway, conscious of being dangerously out of control. I felt as though I were falling forward onto air, as if my feet couldn’t keep up with the rest of me. I’d always had dreams like that, running like crazy with nothing under my feet while I tried to escape the awful unseen behind me. In each dream, I knew flying was the only way to escape, but I also knew if I flew, I’d fall. The thing behind me got closer, pushing me higher and higher, to a height where the fall would be more certainly fatal, and finally I did fall, then woke, heart pounding and throat closed, so terrified I could hardly breathe.


That’s the feeling I had as I ran toward the kennel, that I wasn’t going to escape what I was trying to prevent. Jon Point was already there because the lights were on. Whenever he left, he disconnected and hid his pirated lines to save them from tower-strippers.


I heard the howls long before I lurched into the doorless corridor and raced toward the pens. Scarlet was howling, my favorite dog, the one I’d met originally. I saw Jon’s brows in the dim cone of light, his cheekbone, nose, his white beard above shadowed eyes, pits of darkness peering down at the glittering knife in his hands. The howls and the shrieking rake of hard claws yammered from behind the closed door of the feed room. Scarlet was slamming against the unyielding surface with her full weight, over and over.


Without losing a stride, I jumped the side of the pen and threw myself over the puppies. What drama! God, yes! Not that I’d been thinking so at the time, but there I was, flattened over those little dogs like a screaming pancake: “No, Jon!”


Jon’s face was as tear-stained as mine. He stepped away from me, half hiding the knife behind his back. “Jewel, sweetheart, oh, girl, girl, where did you come from? I don’t want to, but they passed the law …”


“We have two weeks!” I gargled at him, scarcely able to speak. “They said two weeks!”


He wiped at his rough cheeks with a grimy sleeve. “Why make it harder? In two weeks, their eyes will be open, they’ll be moving around. Now … they won’t even know.”


“I’ll know,” I yelled at him, gathering the five furry lumps into my arms. One of them yawned, pink tongue curling like a leaf in the toothless, milky mouth. “Scarlet knows, even though you have her shut up in there. I want two weeks, Jon. You owe me two weeks.”


He turned away from my accusations, running his hands through his white mane, clearing his throat with some effort as he stared through the kennel door at the darkness outside. He wiped his eyes again and struggled with trembling hands to fold the knife, dropping it twice before he managed it.


He sounded so mournful when he said, “If I’d known this was going to happen, I wouldn’t have bred the bitches. The pups don’t have a chance. Neither do the older dogs!”


“I’m going to talk to Witt Hessing,” I said. I was quite firm, quite confident. Oh, yes, I knew Witt would fix things. Witt was my knight-errant, my hero. “Witt will help me figure something out.”


Jon drew a deep breath at the mention of the Hessing name, as though I’d said a magic word. Jon knew what I knew, that if anyone had the power to change things, it would be a Hessing or a Hargess.


He said, “Jewel, I’ll let it go for the two weeks. I’ll even help you, if I can, but there’s no way we can find enough exempt estate homes even for dogs old enough to leave their mothers …”


He was so willing to concede defeat! It made me angry. I said, “Let Scarlet out, Jon. She’s going crazy in there.”


Jon unlatched the door. It hit him in the chest with Scarlet’s full weight behind it, and he went down. She came across the side of the pen in a scrabbling rush, lips drawn back, fangs glittering, knocking me aside as she thrust her nose among the pups, sniffing to learn whether they were all there, all unhurt before turning her head to regard me with eyes as opaque as metal. Her teeth were still bared, her throat rumbled with a growl that told me to keep back when I put out a tentative hand. Her yellow eyes said, “I know what he was going to do.”


She knew Jon had locked her up. She knew I hadn’t been here. She had heard my voice arguing with him, and then Jon had let her go. She knew the puppies were all right, and her eyes swiveled across me, almost apologetically. We were friends. Scarlet had saved my life once. I would never have hurt her.


“It’s all right, Scarlet,” I said, my tears welling up again. “They’re all right, Scarlet. Honest. They’re all there.”


Scarlet nosed the puppies once more. If even one of them had been injured or taken away, the odor picture of the litter would have changed. I didn’t know whether the dogs were able to count, but I knew they could tell when something was missing. As Scarlet lay down and nosed the puppies against her belly, her growl faded to a low rumble, but she still glared past me to Jon, who refused to look at her. He wouldn’t let himself hope. He was too busy convincing himself that disappointment and death were inevitable, despite anything I might do. I hated that, people giving up, not trying to fight. I just hated it.


I stayed where I was until Scarlet let me stroke the babies. Then I straightened my clothes, left the pen, and repeated my intentions, to be sure Jon understood. “I’m going home, Jon. You let the dogs alone. I’m going to talk to Witt.”


Which I did, though I sat by the phone for hours before he returned my link message.


“I know there’s very little time …” I said.


He said, in his very topstory voice, “That’s true, but there are possibilities. You know Shiela Alred?”


“I know who she is. Some kind of philanthropist.”


“I know her pretty well. She’s quite friendly with Mama the Dame, and she has an exempt estate in Tower 69.”


“In Tower 69?”


“Her family owned the land the tower’s on. It was sold with the proviso the family got the top three floors as an exempt estate into perpetuity, so yes, it’s at the top of the tower, two residential floors and one park floor on the bay, two towers over from Government Center.” He fell silent for a moment. “Have you cleaned up, Jewel, since you left the kennel?”


I flushed. He knew I hadn’t. Who could think of cleaning up with all this going on. “Of course,” I said.


“Then get yourself into something appropriate. Give me twenty minutes to link Shiela Alred, then I’ll pick you up at the west flit lobby on 200.”


That was very much Witt. Thinking about introducing me to his friends, but making sure I’d be clean and properly dressed before he did it. I was very fond of Witt, but sometimes little things like that itched at me. Considering the situation, it shouldn’t have mattered if I smelled like dog, which I did.


Nonetheless, I was neat and clean when Witt picked me up in his private flit. He cut among a clutter of other traffic and spurted up into the private lanes before cutting across toward Tower 69. From that height I could see the whole ten-by-ten grid of the hundred-towered urb, each mile-square roof black with solar collectors, the chasms between towers glittering with podways, the depths at their foundations invisible in the dark. Outside the city, the huge cables that brought power from earthcore-generators snaked away across the farmlands, on to another urb, tying everything together. Almost every tower had a huge poster of Evolun Moore grinning at us, his eyes following the flit: “Vote for Moore, for Humanity’s sake!” He was running for the legislature or the Urban Council or something, whatever office was a step higher than one he held.


Trees poked out of the top of Tower 69, and I realized I’d seen them before when I was pod-hopping, the only roof in the urb with trees poked through it. From the private flit lobby we were escorted into a sun-drenched parlor just inside, a room that looked all the way across the sluggishly shifting surface of the bay to the line of scum harvesters squatted on the horizon. Shiela Alred came fluttering in—she was dressed in green that day—and Witt introduced us.


“Witt, my dear! So nice to see you. Sit down, take that chair, my dear, it’s comfortable, and you look in need of comforting!” Shiela seated herself without pausing in her chatter. “I’ve been devising, my dears, since early this morning.” She cocked her head as she asked Witt, “Do you know Gainor Brandt? No? Well, he’s an old friend of mine who happens to be second-in-command at Earth Enterprises, very much in line to take over in a few years when the current general manager retires.”


At the time, I didn’t know what that was. I asked, hesitatingly, “Earth Enterprises …?”


“Earth Enterprises is the parent agency of Exploration and Survey Corps,” Witt said.


Shiela nodded. “The Corps makes great use of technology in its work. But, according to Gainor, some of their technology falls short in unfamiliar situations. Technological devices can do only what they’re designed to do; one has to ask a certain question before a device can be designed to obtain an answer. But, if one doesn’t know what question to ask …” She shrugged, her hands held wide, miming confusion. “Gainor tells me that some of the scientists attached to ESC have felt that some answers to technical questions may be found in the senses of nonhuman creatures, Earthian and ET. Dogs, for example, can smell things we cannot. They can detect a coming earthquake. That’s been known for centuries, of course. Though we’ve developed excellent technology, we still have no idea how dogs themselves process the information. Other animals also have senses we don’t know how they use … other animals whose senses we might learn to use …”


“You mean, experiment on dogs?” I cried, horrified.


Shiela reached out a calming hand. “Not vivisect, dear. Certainly not. Nothing painful or invasive. There’s been informal research going on for some time, unlicensed, I regret to say, but heaven knows, if we had to license it, nothing would happen.”


“Research?” Now it was Witt’s turn to question.


“Attempts at modifying humans to become hyperacute, have hearing like bats, for example, or noses like dogs …”


I studied the far wall, letting the words unlicensed and informal slide over me as Shiela continued.


“None of which is the point! Whether there’s anything to it or not, it will serve as an excuse, a justification for saving the dogs!” Shiela patted my knee. “I’m rattling, aren’t I, dear? But I was getting to the point, eventually. We’ll bring your dogs here. Whether we actually can accomplish anything useful or not, working under the aegis of ESC will make us attack-proof, at least for a while.”


“Here?” I said, disbelieving, staring at the costly elegance around me.


Shiela laughed, a pretty, social sound. “Not in this room, no. But my family is small—one son, a couple of elderly cousins, and the servants. We use only a score of rooms on this side of this one floor. You can see that we have what’s called a sea-view these days, though I’m not that fond of algae harvesters, and I much prefer my Bonner wall vistas to an expanse of green soup. The inner rooms on this floor are mostly galleries and humidity-controlled storage rooms for artworks that would otherwise be discarded to make space for people. We have sculptures, paintings: Rembrandts, the last Picassos, the last van Goghs and Gaugins, all salvaged from the wreckage after the museum riots. I have the very last Ambruster, too, and all that was left of Oakal’s works after the Europa pogrom, and some unedited originals of Lipkin’s Mars work …”


“My mother,” I said, surprised. “Matty Lipkin. And Joram Bonner is my stepfather.”


Her expression changed, and she really looked at me for the first time. I was not someone Witt had dragged into her house because he was a do-gooder. I had become a person she already knew something about. She took my hand. “My dear, what a wonderful artist Matty Lipkin was. And Joram Bonner! Well. We would all lose our sanity if it weren’t for the Bonners, First through Third. But then, I’m sure you know that! At any rate, people who have these fantastic artworks leave them to me in their wills. I throw charity parties every now and then, and people pay a fortune to see them.” She paused, shaking her head, leaning forward to pat my hand. “I’m rambling again …


“The next floor up is vacant and windowless. The top floor is a park floor. Though it was roofed with solar collectors, I insisted they leave large sections open so trees could grow up through it. So, the 260th floor will serve as exercise ground, and we can build whatever else we need on Floor 259.”


I said, “If Gainor Brandt doesn’t get a delay, we have only a little time.”


“I know. The dogs you’re concerned about should be brought here today, now. Bring them by flit along with the poor man who’s been taking care of them. I have dog-owning friends who don’t have exempt estates, and they need a place for their animals as well, so an experienced kennelman will be invaluable. If you’re interested, Jewel, I should think we could also employ you very profitably!”


“Are you ready for all that?” I cried.


Shiela patted my knee again, this time a fond, almost maternal gesture, as she twinkled at me. “Of course not, my dear. One is seldom ready for disaster, but one just has to cope, any old how.”


We settled a few details with Shiela; she added more appreciative words about Matty and Joram while Witt shifted impatiently; and we left.


Witt said, “I’m hungry, and you look starved.”


“Food hasn’t tasted very good lately.”


“Earth food never tastes very good. I’d like something different.”


He took me to an expensive little restaurant high up in Tower 50 something, a place that specialized in off-planet foods. He ordered, and I ate what he ordered. It was the first time I’d tasted anything I could call delicious. Though Worldkeeper uses engineered flavors and aromas, all earth food ends up tasting alike, and even that is better than Mars food. That night I learned that cheese from a dairy planet is not in the same category as algae-cheese, even when the algae-cheese is labeled AGED CHEDDAR FLAVOR.


Witt grinned at me, he said, because I was scrunching up my eyes when I was chewing as though I was using my whole face to squeeze out every bit of taste. He also said I was looking nice, half-starved, but nice. Mostly we talked about the food.


“No faux pepper,” he remarked.


I took a deep breath and smiled. “And no coffee 10, no pretend-cinnamon, no maybe-ginger.”


“No can-this-possibly-be vanilla?”


“I know the answer to that one. It can’t. No matter what Worldkeeper says.”


He laughed. “Give Worldkeeper credit for seeing that we’re all fed, Jewel.”


I made a face. “Worldkeeper doesn’t have to eat meat substitute or simulated vegetable flakes. It’s always weeks or months between the times we get fresh stuff.”


“Special-license places like this always have fresh food.”


I was annoyed at the way he said it, offhand, as though I was being absurd. “Always for the wealthy, Witt. You’re rich, and other people aren’t. You keep forgetting that.”


“No,” he said, shaking his head, flushing slightly. “I don’t forget it. It just … gets in the way sometimes.”


I put down my fork and frowned. “You can be glad you’re rich. Most of the rest of us can’t eat like this ever!”


Witt muttered. “Many humans used to eat like this. Many of us could eat this way if we got rid of the Law of Return.”


“Why don’t we? Everybody on Earth hates it.”


He shook his head impatiently. “Unfortunately, that’s not quite true. The outer worlds don’t hate it. They want to keep high birthrates to have lots of workers available for development. Development is everything. If things aren’t getting bigger and faster and higher, people aren’t satisfied. The trouble is, high birthrates eventually result in very large numbers of elderly people who have to live somewhere, and even at the price of space travel, it’s much less expensive to send them back to Earth than to support them on the outlying planets.”


“But why do we let them?” I asked. I really didn’t know why, and it had always bothered me.


“The law was pushed through Worldkeeper Council the same way it’s kept on the books today: Any councilor who votes for it gets lots and lots of campaign money from the outer worlds, along with the guarantee of a luxury retirement on an uncrowded planet.” He frowned, fiddling with his fork. “My family knows a great many of them, the retired ones. They have mansions, and private lakes, and acres of grass and trees …”


I felt a sudden pang, nostalgia for some time or place I had never actually been. “I want to go off world,” I cried.


I didn’t realize my voice had risen until I saw people at nearby tables turning to look at me. I flushed, ducking my head, terribly embarrassed. One simply does not speak loudly in public places.


Witt said, “Really, Jewel. Don’t shout about it. If you really want to go off world, you probably can. Find out what professions are being solicited and learn one.”


“I’ve done that. They want sewage system managers and city planners and warehouse operators. They want all kinds of engineers.”


“They don’t use any salespeople or expediters?”


“Oh, of course, they do. It’s just that the jobs they’re recruiting for aren’t the least bit exciting.”


He sat back in his chair, twirling the stem of his wineglass slowly left and right, watching the light gather and spin in the pool of dark liquid. “I want to get away from here. I’ve wanted nothing else for as long as I can remember, but for the next couple of years, I’ll be finishing my business course with all those damned ET contract studies. Dame Cecelia insists on that.”


I chased the last bit of something delicious to the edge of my plate and captured it with a bit of chewy bread that was nothing like Worldkeeper bread. “I’ve never asked you, Witt, but I’ve always been curious. What’re those titles your parents use? The Dame and Sir thing?”


His raised his eyebrows. “Hereditary titles from way, way back. Ten or fifteen generations, at least. Before space exploration. Even before pod transport, or aircars. The family was British …”


“British?”


“Some islands off Euro-sector, West. They don’t exist as a residential place anymore. All noncrop lands in what used to be Britain and the former Scandinavian countries are covered with algae and desalinization plants because they have long coastlines.”


I was still thinking about his parents. “I’ve met your sister, Myra. How come you’ve never let me meet Dame and Sir?”


His mouth tightened “Jewel, you wouldn’t … enjoy meeting my mother. My father is at least polite to people he … well, people he doesn’t know, but there’s no way you can meet him without meeting her. She thinks that Dame stuff sets her above the rest of the world. What actually sets her anywhere is the Hargess-Hessing money. She’s from the Hargess side; she and my father are cousins, sort of, and she believes the family is … well, aristocratic.”


“You mean I’m not their class of people.” I was absurdly wounded by this. I had always thought of myself as of quite a good class of people. Certainly his friend Shiela had thought so.


“No, you’re not,” he replied. “Nobody is. The Hessing-Hargess are … completely in a class by themselves, them and their cousins and aunts and uncles and so forth. Anyhow, the Dame expects me to take over the Hargess-Hessing empire eventually, when Sir Dahlish and his brothers are ready to give it up. None of the brothers has any children to inherit. I’ve told Mother when I do take it over, it’ll be from Faroff, but she pretends not to hear me. When it happens, she’ll be surprised to learn that I mean it. If you really want to go off world, you should be studying something that will help you do it.”


He hit a nerve with that one. My innards went into the familiar spasm that was half embarrassment, half fear. I forced myself not to sound whiny. “I know that, Witt. Paul is only twenty, but he’s doing advanced level language studies, specializing in ET lexicology …”


“And taking personal credit, no doubt, for having inherited his father’s talent for languages,” Witt said in his topstory, very superior voice.


“Yes, that’s true. He does have the talent, however, so it doesn’t really matter where he got it, for I don’t have the talent despite having Delis as my father, too. Paul will be a linguist, and linguists are in demand.”


He nodded. “Every time we encounter a new race we need squads of new translators.”


I went on, “Taddeus is more modest about inherited talent, but he got Matty’s artistic skills, and I didn’t even though she was also my mother …”


“He could have inherited from Joram …”


“He could, yes, or from both of them. Whichever, he’s been exhibiting since he was twelve, and his future as Joram IV is all mapped out. By the time they were halfway through general schooling, both of them knew exactly what they wanted to do, and I haven’t a clue. I got all the way through general schooling without any idea what to do next. I’ve worked with Jon at the kennel since I was eight. I’ve taken vet courses and animal behavior and nutrition courses. I’ve become more and more able to do things that are needed less and less, things that are either illegal or impossible.”


He lowered his voice. “How about the ark planets?”


I whispered, “At the shelters, they say arkists don’t take anyone under fifty years old.”


“They don’t?” He sounded both surprised and pleased, which I couldn’t fathom.


I said, still in a whisper, “The iggy-huffo terrorists have sworn to wipe out animals and the people who care for them on any ark world they can find. Since it could possibly happen, the arkists only take mature people who are willing to risk losing their lives …” I stopped for a moment as I tried to sort my confusion into sensible words. “So, I ask myself, why go on to school? To learn what? With this sanctuary thing happening, I’m sure I’ll have a lot to do, but only for a while. Once it’s over, if I want to go off world, I’ll have to settle for doing something not very interesting.”


“You might settle for joining me in a cohabitation liaison, instead.”


It came completely without warning. I thought he was joking. I started to laugh, but stopped when I saw the intent, totally focused expression on his face, as though he had been working toward this remark all evening. I said doubtfully, “You don’t mean that, Witt.”


He sat back, smiling. “Oh, yes. I do very much mean that. We get on very well together. People our age need … companions. Even if I haven’t said … well, I’ve thought about it. We could make it work, Jewel. I’ve already taken a single apartment in the University Tower. With my income from the family trust, we can get along until we’re ready to go off world.”


“I’ll bet your mother had a fit about your moving out.”


He shrugged. “Well, yes, but it’s customary for students to live there, and Father told her to quit fussing about it. Many of the students are liaised …”


That surprised me, and I said so.


“No concs in the University Tower,” he said. “As I said, people our age need companionship.”


“My inheritance is tied up in the liaison contract for two more years, until Tad’s eighteen!”


“It doesn’t matter. If we’re living there, you can find something you’d like to study, and we can get by on my trust funds.”


“Your mother will say you’re too young.”


“We’re both young, sure, but a cohabitation liaison is only a five-year contract.” He took my hand, interlacing his fingers with mine. “If you had something you wanted to do, something that didn’t include me, I wouldn’t have asked …”


“No,” I said, breathless at the sudden simplicity of it all. Liaising with Witt would get me away from Paul! Perhaps this was simply meant to be. “Of course I don’t have other plans!”


It was only at home, later, as I was drifting off to sleep that I remembered what he’d said. No concs in university towers. As though his proposal might have been based on that. No. I set the idea aside. Witt was too … well, too mannerly even to think anything like that. At that moment I also realized that he hadn’t said he loved me, but then, I hadn’t said I loved him, either.




REMEMBERING MATTY


I don’t think about Mars when I’m awake, but when I’m half-asleep, I often dream about it: caverns and canyons so huge they could swallow the moon, airlocks everywhere, XT suits for people moving between caverns or outside. XT suits are very expensive. I got Paul’s old suits when he outgrew them, and Taddeus got the ones I’d outgrown. Sometimes I dream about Tad and Matty and me, but mostly I dream about space. I dream of being alone, with no one else around, just wonderful emptiness going on and on forever.


On Mars, almost everyone lives in caverns cut in the sides of the big canyons, where it’s warmer and wetter—well, damper, at least. When I was there, Earth embassy was in one of the smaller caverns that housed only a few hundred people. Our home cave was next to the embassy, fairly large, with a room for each of us and a studio for Matty. When I was little, I thought all mothers had studios and made sensories.


Mars food was imported or hydroponic. During a dust storm, dust got through a filter that had been made on Earthmoon by Earth Enterprises, and all the food died. The people got so hungry they rioted against Earth. My father tried to calm them down, which was a mistake. Someone cut his air hose and he died. That was the Great Mars Riot, when I wasn’t even a year old, so I don’t remember my father, Victor Delis, at all. Matty told me he was a savant, and he spoke fifty languages including Zhaar, which was either a fib or an exaggeration because nobody spoke Zhaar except the Zhaar themselves, and none of them were left.


Almost everyone knows the name Joram Bonner. If someone wants to see and hear and smell a windblown willow dropping leaves in rippling water, he buys Joram Bonner the Elder’s “Brook Series” Vista Replication Wall-view, VRW. If someone wants to see the Grand Canyon, hear the shriek of an eagle, see the waterfalls plunging over the rimrock, it’s all there in Joram Bonner II’s VRW no. 39, Canyon Suites. Vista-reps are partly on-site records and partly reconstructions from other sources including substantive records of similar things on other planets. The VRWs made by our Joram Bonner III, or his father Joram II or his grandfather, Joram the Elder, are the only record we have of old forests, lost rivers, vanished prairies; they’re all we have of old Earth and all most of us will ever see of the far-off worlds. Almost everyone on Earth has at least one vista made by a Bonner, to keep them sane.


Matty had known Joram Bonner since they were children, and they’d studied art together. Matty’s work was very different from Joram’s, less realistic, more interpretive and based on her explorations of the Martian gorges. She recorded changes of light and the sounds of wind, then ran them both through a synthesizer, augmenting the wind sounds with vocals and instrumentals, the views with actors, dancers, and special effects. The final result was a work of art that was greater than the sum of its parts, or so the critics were fond of saying. She loved caverns and was never so happy as when she was wandering into the unexplored, leaving a trail of relay transmitters behind her to bounce every nuance of the experience to the waiting recorders in her desert car above. Her last abyss, the one that kept her busy for almost a year in its honeycombed caverns, turned out to be where the last Martians had died a very long time before.


Of course, Matty had no idea she was going to find remnants of a lost people, their bones, their pictures, their words on the walls. She was just going into the darkness the way she usually did. I always carry my copy of her original recording of that cavern. I watch it whenever I’m lonely for her, from the first transmission in the outer cavern as she fingers the control wand of her light-helmet to make narrow beams, like brushes full of starshine to glisten the dark walls, then hard, sun-amber chisels to shatter the shadows, and at last wideflung sprays of blood and sunset to blush the cold stone into life. Farther in, she uses waves of baffling, beautiful blues, shading every hollow, caressing tall columns with amethyst wavelets until watery light pours across the arched ceiling and runs down the sides to fill the cavern with opalescent foam. When she wades through it, her feet raise pygmy fountains of gilded dust, every step an iridescent spout of glory, a fire-dotted line that follows her farther in and farther in and farther down and farther down …


She passes a series of dead ends, pockets leading nowhere. Then she finds a perplexing passageway along a narrow shelf that towers on one side and plummets on the other, ramifying into side trails dark as pits. The shelf becomes a narrow bridge over a bottomless gulf where the wind comes up moaning, full of lost voices, and I watch her going across it like a glowing spider, weaving a web of tenuous tints as she goes, feeling her way, silent as a wraith over that narrow slab, then along another ledge no wider than her shoulders that leads to a long, horridly twisted way full of spiked stones. The narrow path weaves among them into the final place, the fanged mouth of a bubble with one way in and no other way out, the end of the journey.


Over and over I watch her stop just inside the bubble, a single beam reaching from her helmet, a finger probing the dark. The light touches a wall with a difference, taps it once, veers away in surprise, then snuffles its way back like an animal to an enticing but unfamiliar smell, whiskering it gently, nose wrinkling, before exploding into a radiance that illumines the entire cavern with all its carvings, pictures, people, creatures, words … Glory! Wonder! Marvel!


How she moved that day is still as clear and familiar to me as her face. I always carry her original record of the exploration and the album she made from it. They’re half the size of the palm of my hand. It’s hard to believe such little things can hold all that glory. Touch the button on the side and all the marvels hover in the air: the winding cavern, the awful bridge over darkness, the twisting channel, and, finally, the curving walls of the Room of Witness, as Matty named it, carved all over with words and pictures. The pictures show two sorts of creatures, tall and short, biped and quadruped, both sorts always in company, walking, running, leaping …


I was with her that day, oh, not down in the caverns, but I was in the desert car. I liked to sit there, waiting for her, fascinated by the recording screen, seeing what she saw. I was waiting there when she came up from the cavern, and I’ve never seen such happiness and awe on anyone’s face, before or since. I was only six, but I still remember her face as I watch the recording, Matty dancing blissfully from one section of the wall to another, here, there, everywhere, before she finally settled into the methodical, meticulous work that produced the final album.


My original recording includes her voice describing the music she intends to set to each sequence, mentioning the Sono-Visual artist whose augmented vocals should accompany the wind sounds; mentioning the dancers to be costumed as the lost Martians; the creature artist who will animate the other beings.


When we got home, she was still ecstatic. As soon as we were out of our XT suits, she pulled me into her arms and held me, whispering into my ear. “They had dogs, Joosie! Imagine that! They had dogs! Or something like.”


“Like my Faithful Doggy, Matty? Like in the Animal Book?”


“Just like in the Animal Book. ‘Dutiful and diligent, man-friend, dog.’”


I hadn’t seen them on the screen, for their bones were deep in dust. She didn’t describe them to me until later. People bones. Dog bones. Not exactly like people now or dogs now, but very similar, lying near the carvings, the people’s arms around the dog bones, their heads laid close, the way I slept with my Faithful Dog at night when I needed comforting. The cavern was the only evidence anyone has ever found of the Martians, the last ones, the few thousand of them in the cavern possibly all there were, gathered into that place to die together.


Though it had seemed a short time to both of us, Matty had stayed down there long enough for cavern air to leak through a fault in her XT suit. It carried a virus with it, something unknown, something fatal. Later on it turned out that Matty hadn’t actually discovered the caverns, she’d just rediscovered them. When the experts magnified the wall scans they saw faint Zhaar seals on the wall, which meant the Zhaar had been there, long, long ago. Matty just laughed, and said it didn’t matter, discover or rediscover. Old things often became new things.


She paid a researcher to do a search of Interstellar Confederation Archives for any records the Zhaar might have left concerning the cavern. The researcher found a pictorial record of the Martian carvings, done some fifty thousand years ago or so, along with a translation into Panqoin, written well before humans were painting horses on cave walls. The Panqoin had been allies of the Tsifis, a people who left our galaxy when we were in the middle Stone Age, and the archives had Panqoin-Tsifis transliterations. The Tsifis had in turn mentored the Gendeber, a race now extinct but contemporary with early Bronze Age man. In the Gendebers’ last years they had been visited by the Phain, and the Phain were still alive. So, the researcher translated the Pangoin to Tsifis, the Tisifis to Gendeber, and the Gendeber to Phainic, and from Phainic to Earthian common speech so Matty could get her translation and make songs out of it.


Joram used to tease her: “It started out as roast beef, became hash, then stew, then soup, and God knows how the final broth resembles the original menu.”


Matty just laughed at him. “I’m sure the translation is close enough, Joram. I recognize the music.”


The song Matty sang when she was dying was the death song of a dying people, Joram said, though he didn’t say it in front of Matty. By the time she died, she had most of the visuals and all the music finished, and she left enough notes that Joram could complete the visuals for her. It’s known as Lipkin Symphony no. 7, the Cavern Symphony, in three movements based on the colors and glories of the great cavern; the wind voices accompanying that long, perilously dark passage; and finally, an ecstatic chorale-ballet that accompanies the final wall. It comes to life and dances its own farewell before remounting the cavern wall and changing back into carvings. At the premiere they called it the artistic event of the century. Matty would have loved that.


She loved those caverns, too, even after she knew they had killed her. Until Matty died, I didn’t know that things you love can kill you.




LIAISON


On Earth, liaison contracts are required for every human interaction that involves rights, responsibilities, and money. Every item in a liaison is enforceable by law. If Jane Somebody conceives a child outside a liaison contract, she has two months to get an ex post facto coparent, or the child becomes the property of the state as soon as it’s born and is sold to some off-world settlement where young people are in demand. People can have whatever religious or cultural ceremonies or commitments they like, but only the civil contracts are enforceable.


Our contract was simple. Our identichips knew almost everything about us, and our Worldkeeper files knew whatever the identichips didn’t. We were rated R, which meant “Authorized to reproduce.” Ours was the usual five-year cohabitation contract with a coparenting option. Once we were liaised, we could have a baby, or we could create embryos to be stored and born later. Many young people did this, because young ova and young sperm are healthier but mature people are better parents. Every liaison contract specifies who owns any resultant embryos or has custody of any resultant children. I guess in the past people got into real wrangles about who had the right to stored embryos.


I took my belongings to the University Tower where Witt had already put both our names in the directory. Paul was off world on some kind of fellowship (thank heaven), but we invited Taddeus to our celebration at the new sanctuary, with Shiela Alred as hostess and a few of our friends as guests. Taddeus used a pocket album to record the festivities, then he gave it to us as a wedding gift. Registering a cohabitation liaison is called simply “recording a contract,” but if people are invited to celebrate the event, that celebration is still called a wedding.


Our honeymoon consisted of splurging at ET restaurants and buying one another silly wedding presents in shops I’d never seen before, making up private jokes and experimenting with sex. Most young people experiment with concs, but I never had. They affected me deep down, like snakes affect some people who’ve never seen a snake before. I knew Witt had had concs, because he’d mentioned them, though we never discussed it. The sexual part of our relationship was agreeable though awkward, as though Witt kept having to remind himself I was there.


We had ten days of cohabitation, and for that little time I was really quite happy, and everything seemed open and new, as though all our dreams could come true. When reality returned, it came like a monster from under the bed! That’s how it felt, even though it was only a summons from Witt’s mother. He answered the link, said yes, no, right away, got dressed and went. I stayed home and fixed breakfast. Time went by, almost noon, and he came home looking as though he’d been beaten. His face was blotchy and strained, totally unlike himself, and his voice shook.


“Mother the Dame found out we’re liaised.”


“Hadn’t you told her?” I was surprised, a little stunned.


“She went on and on about your being nobody, even after I told her who you were, who your parents were, that Shiela Alred thinks the world of you!”


“Sit down, Witt. Take a deep breath …”


“I can’t! So then the Dame demanded to know if you were pregnant, and I told her you weren’t. She said that meant there’d be no barrier to my going on this expedition.”


“Expedition?” I cried, not believing any of this. “What expedition?”


“Just listen. Her cousin is with Planetary Protection Institute, and PPI is certifying a newly discovered planetary system, and the contract provides profit sharing to the members of the certification team …”


“You don’t know anything about planet certification!”
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