TiE Soldier

The ship drifted down the ragged light-robe of the Ple-
iades, dropped like a perfect pearl into the midnight water of
the bay. And reemerged, to bob gently in a chain of gleaming
pearls stretched across the harbor toward the port. The port’s
unsleeping Eye blinked once, the ship replied. New Piraeus,
pooled among the hills, sent tributaries of light streaming
down to the bay to welcome all comers, full of sound and
brilliance and rash promise. The crew grinned, expectant,
faces peering through the transparent hull; someone giggled
nervously.

The sign at the heavy door flashed a red one-legged toy;
TIN sOLDIER flashed blue below it. EAT. DRINK. COME BACK
AGAIN. In green. And they always did, because they knew
they could.

“Soldier, another round, please!” came over canned music.

The owner of the Tin Soldier, also known as Tin Soldier,
glanced up from his polishing to nod and smile, reached
down to set bottles out on the bar. He mixed the drinks him-
self. His face was ordinary, with eyes that were dark and pa-
tient, and his hair was coppery barbed wire bound with a
knotted cloth. Under the curling copper, under the skin, the
back of his skull was a plastic plate. The quick fingers of the
hand on the goose-necked bottle were plastic, the smooth arm
was prosthetic. Sometimes he imagined he heard clicking as it
moved. More than half his body was artificial. He looked to
be about twenty-five; he had looked the same fifty years ago.

He set the glasses on the tray and pushed, watching as it
drifted across the room, and returned to his polishing. The
agate surface of the bar showed cloudy permutations of
color, grain-streak and whorl and chalcedony depths of mist.
He had discovered it in the desert to the east—a shattered
imitation tree, like a fellow traveler trapped in stasis through
time. They shared the private joke with their clientele.
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“_—come see our living legend!”

He looked up, saw her coming in with the crew of the
Who Got Her—709, realized he didn’t know her. She hung
back as they crowded around, her short ashen hair like
beaten metal in the blue-glass lantern light. New, he thought.
Maybe eighteen, with eyes of quicksilver very wide open. He
smiled at her as he welcomed them, and the other women
pulled her up to the agate bar. “Come on, little sister,” he
heard Harkané say, “you’re one of us too.” She smiled back
at him.

“I don’t know you . . . but your name should be Diana,
like the silver Lady of the Moon.” His voice caught him by
surprise.

Quicksilver shifted. “It’s not.”

Very new. And realizing what he’d almost done again, sud-
denly wanted it more than anything. Filled with bitter joy he
said, “What is your name?”

Her face flickered, but then she met his eyes and said,
smiling, “My name is Brandy.”

“Brandy . ..”

A knowing voice said, “Send us the usual, Soldier. Later,
.yes_?u

He nodded vaguely, groping for bottles under the counter
ledge. Wood screeked over stone as she pulled a stool near
and slipped onto it, watching him pour. *“You're very neat.”
She picked nuts from a bowl.

“Long practice.”

She smiled, missing the joke.

He said, “Brandy’s a nice name. And I think somewhere
I've heard it—"

“The whole thing is Branduin. My mother said it was very
old.”

He was staring at her. He wondered if she could see one
side of his face blushing. “What will you drink?”

“Oh . .. do you have any—brandy? It's a wine, I think;
nobody’s ever had any. But because it’s my name, I always
ask.”

He frowned. “I don’t . . . hell, I do! Stay there.”

He returned with the impossible bottle, carefully wiped
away its gray coat of years and laid it gleaming on the bar.
Glintings of maroon speared their eyes. “All these years, it
must have been waiting. That's where I heard it . . . genuine
vintage brandy, from Home.”
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“From Terra—really? Oh, thank you!” She touched the
bottle, touched his hand. “I’'m going to be lucky.”

Curving glasses blossomed with wine; he placed one in her
palm. “Ad astra.” She lifted the glass.

“Ad astra; to the stars.” He raised his own, adding silently,
Tonight . . .

They were alone. Her breath came hard as they climbed up
the newly cobbled streets to his home, up from the lower
city where the fluorescent lamps were snuffing out one by
one.

He stopped against a low stone wall. “Do you want to
catch your breath?” Behind him in the empty lot a weedy
garden patch wavered with the popping street lamp.

“Thank you.” She leaned downhill against him, against the
wall. “I got lazy on my training ride. There’s not much to do
on a ship; you’re supposed to exercise, but . . .” Her shoul-
der twitched under the quilted blue-silver. He absorbed her
warmth. .

Her hand pressed his lightly on the wall. “What’s your
name? You haven’t told me, you know.”

“Everyone calls me Soldier.”

“But that’s not your name.” Her eyes searched his own,
smiling.

He ducked his head, his hand caught and tightened around
hers. “Oh . . . no, it’s not. It's Maris.” He looked up. That's
an old name, too. It means ‘soldier,” consecrated to the god
of war. I never liked it much.”

“From ‘Mars’? Sol’s fourth planet, the god of war.” She
bent back her head and peered up into the darkness. Fog hid
the stars.

“Yes.”

“Were you a soldier?”

“Yes. Everyone was a soldier—every man—where 1 came
from. War was a way of life.”

“An attempt to reconcile the blow to the masculine ego?”

He looked at her. .

She frowned in concentration. * ‘After it was determined
that men were physically unsuited to spacing, and women
came to a new position of dominance as they monopol
this critical area, the Terran cultural foundation underwent
severe strain. As a result, many new and not always satisfac-
tory cultural systems are evolving in the galaxy. . . - One of
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these is what might be termed a b
machismo—"" acklash of exaggerated
“‘—and the rebirth of the warrior/chatte ition.’ ™
“You’ve read that book t00.” She looked crLtu;:dlllet:n.
“I read a lot. New Ways for Old, by Ebert Ntaka?"
“Sorry . . . I guess I got carried away. But, I just read
it—"

“No.” He grinned. “And 1 agree with old Ntaka, too.
Glatte—what a sour name—was an unhealthy planet. But
that’s why I’'m here, not there.”

“Ow—1I" She jerked loose from his hand. “Ohh, oh . ..
God, you’re strong!” She put her fingers in her mouth.

He fell over apologies; but she shook her head, and shook
her hand. “No, it’s all right . . . really, it just surprised me.
Bad memories?”

He nodded, mouth tight.

She touched his shoulder, raised her fingers to his lips.
“Kiss it, and make it well?” Gently he caught her hand,
kissed it; she pressed against him. “It's very late. We should
finish climbing the hill . . . ?”

“No.” Hating himself, he set her back against the wall.

“No? But I thought—""

“I know you did. Your first space, I asked your name, you
wanted me to; tradition says you lay the guy. But I'm a cy-
borg, Brandy. . . . It’s always good for a laugh on the poor
greenie, they’ve pulled it a hundred times.”

“A cyborg?” The flickering gray eyes raked his body.

“It doesn’t show with my clothes on.”

“Oh . . .” Pale lashes were beating very hard across the
eyes now. She took a breath, held it. “Do—you always let it
get this far? I mean—""

“No. Hell, I don’t know why I . .. I owe you another
apology. Usually I never ask the name. If I slip, I tell them
right away; nobody’s ever held to it. I don’t count.” He
smiled weakly.

?ell. why? You mean you can’t—"
stoneﬁ‘(?:é a}l,lmptllastic.” He fmwnt?d, numb ﬂng:ers mp.?ing

- s ot. Sometimes I wish I was, but I’'m not.

wp . 00¢? They never want to?”

. bal‘::ddum —he faced the questioning eyes—“you'd better
Pick up 80"“- Get some Esleep. Tomorrow laugh it off, and
s flashy Tail in the bar and have a good time.
iz Mme again in twenty-five years, when you're back

€¢, and tell me what you saw.” Hesitating, he

from
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brushed her cheek with his true hand; instincti
her head to the caress. » 3 Jnstinctively she bent
“Maris—" © Goodbye.” He started up the hill.
}thsﬂped, trembling.
“ you for the brandy. . . .” She came u i i
;pﬁl”canght his belt. “You’ll probably have to tol:v '::f:;?phtgg
4119
He pulled her to him and began to ki
touching her body incredulously. . o S5 o
“It’s getting—very, very late. Let’s hurry.”

Maris woke, confused, to the sound of banging shutters.
Raising his head, he was struck by the colors of dawn, and
the shadow of Brandy standing bright-edged at the window.
He left the rumpled bed and crossed cold tiles to join her.
«“What are you doing?” He yawned.

«] wanted to watch the sun rise, I haven’t seen anything
but night for months. Look, the fog’s lifting already: the sun
burns it up, it’s on fire, over the mountains—" .

He smoothed her hair, pale gold under a corona of light.

«And embers in the canyon.” .
She looked down, across ends of gray mist slowly red‘t‘i?n-
ing, and back. «Good morning.” She began to"laugh. I'm
glad you don’t have any neighbors down there!” They were
both naked.
He grinned.
his arms around tl:ler.
coolness and warmin.
They watched the sunrise frc:g) gee bed. o crew of the
In the evening she came in ! dded to her an
Kiss and Tell—736. They waved to him, DO core him. It

A = = « she perc .
drifted into blue shadows; 8 was a long time-
str ‘“"k him suddenly that nmemhqll;l‘::g ship. They 2

i t
B »s what I like about the place.” He pu
3 her wShe moved close in the circle of

“That’s the crew of my

white wine please, any kind, in a t‘::utth:1 one orands, OB .
He reac;hed under the bar An

house?” He sent t&e tray off.
nHi’ Maﬁ?l. ;'. b )
‘."1;(1; r?;:-:t.;' r?:.cmings.” Th:y cetcilra;k tog sly.l.y '___,,Io‘f"
A wayul_-;::e gl;n missing 50“&"’&”5&1 change 397

ﬂo“%lt?agikatygfxo’r’, en)eaning ijt. “But douw

£ ]
minds.”

A

Tin s,
“Why not?” P
“You read Ntaka—xep
hobia:
cultures cyborgs are unnatumy . 1 most i
e. You'd ha ral, the next thmg!mome o
corspilse frowned. ve tobe a necrophite R T
“__or extraordinary. You"
I've met in a hundred ye.ars_?sm the first €xtraordinary person
The smile formed, faded. “Maris—vouw
twe;}y—ﬁv;:;kare 3171011? How old are you?” o
“More like a hundred ” %
e, and fifteen.” He waited for the reac
She stared. “But, you I i
don’t you age?” you look Iike twenty-five! You're reat—
“I age. About five years for eve
A ry hundred.” gged.
::]:I'l;ehglr?s;h;t;%sd slow ::jhe body’s aging. Perhap;-l iet':hgcause
y needs constant rege ion; i
an eﬁ‘es:t of the anti-rejection tre:mnt.nlflr:m, :;aj} . By
Sta.l‘lgi f’t. It just happens sometimes.” ¥ Y vnder.
o, bag}l‘iea:]o;ks:g ;ﬁ'ban'assed. ““That’s what you meant by
a.ll}:l}ive pop- Sy years?"’. . and they meant— Will you re-
robably not. Something vital will break down in another

three or f i
b 4 our centuries, I guess. Even plastic doesn’t last for-

“Oh . .»

“Live longer and e i
you 13 g_t_ oday? Get an ;lis?g'eg?less. Except for today. What did
went out agge shook away disconcertion. “A bunch of us
POoIt, 30 we dong’torged. We stay on wake-ups when we’re in
ally they're fo miss a minute; you don’t need to sleep. Re-
Quick Iaughftemergenc"”v but everybody does it.” )
z;;i Serious, T C;'m?ém?% escaped him; he hoped she’d missed
= :y can get to yozj-:. want to be careful with those

th y're 3 ”
Suddenly gy, all right.” She twiddled her glass, annoyed and

™ not exactly

Hell, i d again, confro

s it can’® » nted by th

yo:andYT %emr:‘;i’;l o He glanced to’;var; tg;ddohgf.

Stea] post SOMe sit with re.” And the crew came in. “Soldier,
v us later; but right now we're going to

He look away from you.”

d gq] up with
the p twhite h Brandy to the b TOWn eyes,
> Gor ;;:if’_??s’”kﬂné. Best F:I%v;g tf;;ctel;ebMactav on
8 around pe, . Time had woven deep nets of un-
€yes; she was one of his oldest cus-
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the shape of her words sounded strange to him

:;tzlﬁrs‘.‘ ;‘:, msoldier, ;31.1 make me feel young, always. e
Com.e, little sister, and join your family; share her, Soldier.

Brandy gulped brandy; her boots clattered as she dropped
off the stool. “Thank you for the drink,” g,nd for half ?i sec~
ond the smile was real. “Guess I'll be seeing you—Soldier.
And she was leaving, ungracefully, g-ratefx-xlly. g eed

Soldier polished the agate bar, ignoring the lsapl:(v’ith a
face it showed him. And later watched her leave,
smug, black-eyed Tail in velvet knee pants.

eyOon i ed into the
doorway yellow-green twilight seep 1
baB the ‘:atr];; crowds {egan to come together vgtjl:l tih;leamfgah:;
“Ti10. Maris . » . " Silver dulled to lead met in a face
gone ,hollow; thin hands trembled, clenched, tremb
air.
"gvr::?’ze_—you got for an upset stomach?” She was expect-
ter. e
ing“lGa:)ltg?h:rshakes, huh?’ He didn’t laugh. iTls, Maris. They
She nodded. “You were right abm'.:h the I:.he , Maris, Her
make me sick. Ithgot mf:; I kept ng
counter. . s
ha&d&?tttll;dt ::r:as pretty dumb, wasn tdlt.:;k'f I-II:J o a button
glass of water, watchfid her H}u;tg ctaﬁl s 5 Yo;-l e ido—when it
counter. “Listen, .
oug;‘rail;,t?ewant you to go to my place and go to bed.

then
I me sleep and
“] won’t be home for hours. Catch so 1

is i lock.” He prin
ht? This is my doqr”
you’ll be all right, right? e o this! o
large numbers mﬁpéuﬂﬁ d the napkin up”hil.'n “:l‘:‘;'ﬁi,&uhp
She nodd?pmiug it. “My mouth is numb. Lo mont lose
of I:u:h?tl;? escaped; she put up a shaky han W

P - metﬂl.
* Deep gold leaped beyond the doorway, sunligh i

g 8 crooked but very fo°
“Your ride’s Torues

“Thank you, Maris.” The sm
ard the doorway. n
She tacked tow: . enoring gently

there came 1 silently

She was stif kno?%?nu:fnade blankets. H‘;'_nf:l; 1eaﬂ;£
o bﬁ;oom = ®fraid to touch her, and sank e, he 4O
out o e room, peac

i easy
slung chair. Filled with rare and un

hile the starl ™ ol

while the starlit mist of . 209

the darkened sky towardtg:,rl;li:‘;des’ Debulosity Passed across
~Maris, why didn’t you wake me yp

sleep in a chair all night.» Brandy Stool:i bszou did

with a towel, eyes puffy with sleep ang ha’om

den plumb-bobs from the sh o

puddles on the braided rug.
“I didn’t mind. I don’t need
“That’s what I told you.”
“But I meant it. I never slee more than

needed the rest, anyway.” E a0 three hours. You

“I know . . . damn—" She gave up and wra
around her head. “You’re a fine guy, K{aris.” Eped e twel
“You’re not so bad yourself.”
She blushed. “Glad you approve. Ugh,
all wet.” She disappeared into the bedroom.
Maris stretched unwillingly, stared up into ceiling beams
bronzed with early sunlight. He sighed faintly. “You want
some breakfast?”
w Sure, 'm starving! Oh, wait—" A wet head reappeared.
t me make you breakfast? Wait for me.”

He sat watching as the apparition in silver-blue flightsuit

;}asnﬁacked his cupboards. “You’re kind of low on raw materi-
b “I know.” He brushed crumbs off the table. “I eat instant

reakfasts and frozen dinners; I hate to cook.”
he made a face, .

onl ]:ah' it gets pretty old after half a century . . . they've
bett};r t‘;}t&efg on Oro for half a century. They don’t get any
» T.

. She stuck
PIC‘I‘ abOul‘. it'some
“About whag
O
like 5 bi'::h'_.‘. * @ hundred years. I guess it scared me. T acted

w2 You didn’t,”

dn’t have to
him wrestling

much sleep,”

your rug—T got it

thing into the oven. “I'm sorry I was so stu-

“Okay, 9id! 1 know I did.” She frowned.
They ata d.. .. forgive you. When do we eat?”

Cookip , SiHting side by side.
S¢ ng see : .
shighed his plagem:p like an odd spacer’s hobby.” Maris

Preciatively. “When can you cook on a

at’s \:1111 Prepared and processed. So we can't
Y We love to eat and drink when we're in

A
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port. But I can’t cook now either—no
L lace. So it”

a hobby, 1 guess, any more. I learned Eow fri?nlt;: ncf)t ll;e il

he loved to cook. . . .” She inhaled, eyes closed. G as s

:Is your mother dead?”
No—" She looked startled. “She just doesn’t like to

cook.”
“She wouldn’t have liked Glatte, either.” i
ercoked nose. , either.” He scratched his
“Calicho—that’s my home, it’s seven light rs up the
cI:le from this corner of the Quadrangle. It’s yea a ll:retty
nice place. I guess Ntaka would call it ‘healthy,” even . . .
there’s lots of room, like space; that helps. Cold and not very
rich, but they get along. My mother and father always shared
their work . . . they have a farm.” She broke off more bread.
«“wWhat did they think about you becoming a spacer?”
“They never tried to stop me, but I don’t think they
wanted me to. I guess when you’re so tied to the land it's
hard to imagine wanting to be so free. . . . It made them sad
to lose me—it made me sad to lose them; but, I had to
go. ...
ly. “You know, byl
Her mouth ver suddenly ot

s c[ui r have ti

never get to see them again, never 1 ol
y'1l w old and die. . - - Tears drip

o ﬂ::fj{nd gIwn:lie;s my h-home—" Words dissolved

onto her plate. him in terror
ung to him in ‘:mrcnesslv- left unequipped

jnto sobs, she cl
He rubbed her back helplessly, iy, }
to deal with loneliness by 2 hugd::: ;;is:-s ; Wo:y; RIS
“M- riscs.nloomean sl A
wa I:Iaﬁays, be here when 1 need you:‘and be mg'ﬂf]n;gu il
iy Ho rocked L B0 o et 1 7
ant, cOO!
stay as long as you W
be here. - - P
oo
r, when they
Until the night, twenty-five YE2IS J;itebar, e gginde
; Justered aroun him o A
T the crew of the Who

badgering, 13U
«pyi, Soldier g
g ier, have i
"Slgllc at this, sotdier—"

to—
«what hapl;enfi o pidly. “Wher

«grandy?” be

- AU

Tin Soldier
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“Honestly, Soldier, you really never g §
orget a face, do

“Ah-ha, I bet it’s not her face

“ - - he g
e A

a ler. aybe she sto et gty B
. Maybe she’s caught a Tai.lpp:;rie:g sm?mm;
ung } . ¥?* Nilgiri was

She could if anybody could, the little rascal.” W

. ynmet

rolled her eyes.
Oh, just send us the usual, Soldier. She'll be along e

ally. Come sit with us when sh »
rainbow-tipped hand. “Come, sist:rs? ;?:ss:si Pi]:rkmétamw:wa n
fore we’ve had a drink.” S A

:s“ghat little rascal.”

S Idier began to pour drinks with si i recis
until he noticed that he had the wrgl:gg I‘l!;::tlltdegup s
drank them himself, one by one. i iyl

qu’ Ma.l‘is.”
‘I‘-If;ipu:‘hed the tray away.
A aris.” i
et e Fingers appeared in front of his face; he
“Brandy!”
Patrons al tare
i . j{:g the bar turned to s , turned away again.
“Well sure; w;n'en’ i
al s é’nhew-': t you expecting me? Everybody else is
ow. I thought—I
o s bl mean, they said . maybe
w o _ . . maybe you
and—» mebody already,” trying to keep it light,
inmd"t‘;zﬂ-“really, Maris, what d
fom o & phutuend o you take me for?” She was
could have t till everybody else got settl
Unking_» you to myself. Di i g
Sokin ibShe e b brigl;t 1:1do tsiloel:l think I'd forget you?
e 20k, T brought fo“ted I sack onto th
aﬁaﬁlzs coﬂfusionyoma present!” Pulling it open, she d:mg:fi
by ds of th: o the counter. “Books
Tty e to look at. Y. i , tapes, buttons
shoulq netlmes; 50 I collecte 10“ said youw’d read out the li-
rn: W. ... . Don’t you like tz‘;enl;)f?f:'ﬁem, some of them
fore, oYSTWhelmeq, pogSied: “Im  crazy
. med. Nobody ever brou;h : about them!
me anythi
i ything be-
Ty much. And welcome back to

Sh
© stretched across the bar, hugged
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him, kissed his nose. She w.
stones. “You're just like I re‘gz ’; b]::;:d.b'?lt of metal inlaid with
;"IOu’re more beautiful.”
“Flatterer.” She beamed. Ashen h
:11;818-? hﬂdindeepenqt:h on her face, n:kqggm?vege;ygsmﬁfé
yonmknogsw.” now without amazement. “I’'m twenty-one today,
br;‘;\ld(;??ddmg? That calls for a celebration. Will you have
“Do you still have some?” The eyes widened slightly. *
yes! We should make it a tradition, as long as it l;shtss.l;" S
He smiled contentedly. They drank to birthdays, and to

stars.
“Not very crowded tonight, is it?”” Brandy glanced into the
room, tying small knots in her hair. “Not like last time.”
“Jt comes and it goes. I've always got some fisherfolk,
they’re heavy on tradition. . . . I gave up keeping track of

ship schedules.”
“wWe don't even believe our own; they
i onth late here.”
W?‘;ek‘.lnmowu—n happened to notice it. . . .7 He closed a bent
cover, laid the book flat. “So anyway, how did you like your

first QUAATAnBIT | faris, i I start Tl never finish, the 03,

«“Beautiful—oh,
: Sanalareta . . . 80
Patris, the Freeport on . e Her eyez

the Clouds on
'des...andthedepthsofni_ght, " He:
tl:ll:erlifed through him toward infinity. “You can't imagine—
ook

“ tell me.” .
gt face for bitterness, found none. He:rules

never quite fit.

She searched his w fome 8
i & smanandacyborg, a ] Ay
:isai]:;:c:;:e Ithn;,t I can’t change—S0 why resent it? I enjoy
stiries.” His mouth twit’c':hed up.
«po you like poetry? -
Sometizoet ™ < T'm writing 8 €5° -
# ow mine? 1 Y°Y haven
“I'hen—-—mzj‘;: gaybeyggmeday ru ’ha\_fe a 13,°°
ems about space; e clses ot i youd ol rty
e part:

shown them to any .
:f'f‘l :‘.lllrc!fg i:!':;m then. GQuess Iﬁﬁggllgjzhj:miwmwda;nﬂ
w1 think I'm 2o © o 88
nan’l,f tﬁezgou:h;ael It's like 2 small town: S
iobpers.” isi me. S¢€
IUbbﬂi" hed. “Don’t—youll disillusion
He laughed.

. Tin Soldier
Uh . . . listen, do
sleeping.” Yo" want arrangements like before: -y
:.IL{J:; o, Ve lace? Could I? 1 dont w, .
, no. You're i g
by e o wie’}come to it.” to put you out»
:{ bougdh: some eggs.”
t’s a deall Enjoy vo »
the tables, nodded]tg s’;ul:; mk:l;a;h:ﬁ‘:we ppath between
ing face merge and blur, caught ooca’smn;a Basener laugh-
tshtuﬂmg books into the sack, he set it against hj o v
e bar. And.some time later, watched her go o::’ o behing
- The morning of the thirteenth day he woke mwg: e
eeping soundly in the pile of hairy cushions b e
tcf:uno“s’ he glanced out into a water-gray field of g
e first time she had come home before dawn. OH ot ICat waam
fully he lifted her from the pillows; she sighed, T
ﬂ:m, in her sleep she began to kiss his neck. He carried o
av:abedl af::d put her down softly, bent to . . . No. Hetlulxerm
y’ty -tfai a the room. He had slept with her .only ;:;l,
h’l"wenim iy ?ﬁ-dthme years ago, without words, she had told
oo Y WO not be lovers again. She kept the customs:
> thimrki had the same man more than once. i
tchen he heated a frozen dinner, and ate alone,

“What”
. blank‘:t. s é];at?; Brandy appeared beside him, mummified i
Baivtoot it ¢ dropped down on the cushions where h at

ot rinking wine and ignoring the TD, ere e st
Repanm_ You?;:!:;monal propaganda: the Oro Morning Mine

“Pm not ], P pretty early—it’s hardly noon.”

ot in pr eepy.” She took a sip of his wine.
“Ni etty early, too. Anything wrong?”

NO . ., just— i
Parties, ey, Dothing happenin kn
I » everybody’s 8, you know. Ran out of
mwﬂyhat is this, annggoped but me.” She cocked her head.
3, °.; * an inquisition? ‘Home awfully

laughy aren’t yoyu—_o s
"th;:f" She glared at him and burst into
“Whateyer"2Y-" He grinn
fong, "°Ver happeneq e
Tt el g to your couch?” She prodded cush-
emgpt -su'rha‘:.f:-tf:: ll;efin fwenty-five years, you know.”
book franddenly serigug, apie” (MAMS, may I read you
“Supa 2 the fq S, she produ S L
re s 1eLds of her blanket.wd a small, battered note-
ned
€d back, Watching subtle transformations

A
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occur in her face. And felt th i
growing pride and a tender possz?;i\?:lil;s 1o oceur in SN
- « - Until, lost in darknes

dance the silken star-son;’. e

It was the final poem. “That’s * i
It i . s ‘Genesis.” It*
ginning of a flight . . . and a life.” Her eyes“fs oA the ot

sg&i?, fqund d:-xrk eyes quietly regarding har. ound the world

Attired with stars we shall forever sit, triumphing over
Dea_th, and Chance, and thee, O Time.'” He glanced away,
pulling the tassel of a cushion. “No ... Milton, not
Maris—I could never do that.” He looked back, in wonder.
“They’re beautiful, you are beautiful. Make a book. Gifts are
meant for giving, and you are gifted.”

Pleasure glowed in her cheeks., “You really think someone
would want to read them?”

“Yes.” He nodded, searching for the words to tell her.
“Nobody’s ever made me—see that way . . . as though I
. . . g0 with you. Others would go, if they could. Home to
the sky.” . )

She turned with him to the window; they were silent. After
a time she moved closer, smiling. “Do you know what I'd like
to do?” — cal breath

“Wh e let out a long breath.

“Seeayour home.” She set her notebook aside. “Let’s 20 fl‘:f
a walk in New Piraeus. I've never really seen it b‘; da’;t_,:alf
real part of it. I want to see its beauty up close, before
gone. Can wcdSO?Y” — ¢ to—7"

i . “You sure wan N
Ele hesitate . ™ She gestured him up.
Sure. Come on, lazy.’ she had come home early.

And he wondered again “’hyh e ook her out through the

So on the la;t afternoon he too stewashed hoEns;S
stone-paved winding s ?  limbed narrow steps, pantie:
pressed for footh'olds. Theytd{_i_":i}: from a leathery smiling
tasted the sea wind, bough

ith a basket. o :

wq?;:;;:—-" Brandy licked iﬁiﬁey&?’-ﬁo jt:f' ot coulc:nI:

Y it

“V\:lho mt]t::; :v;rtnan? S}Jec;:uldn't even understand Y0
unders ‘o

jalect that slurrEd?" )
thel—ld;awipcd his chin. “It's g€
the newcomers. But you get U

smson pith.

: 1
:me, With al
tting worse all the UHS ower

sed to chrythlns
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city. . « . An old acquaintance,
demic, she was sick.”

"Epideﬁlic? What epidemic?”
“Oro Mines was importing workers—they started
Y(;:“‘ l?stth:;{é’wb:rcaﬁse 01:'3:1‘33 bigger raw-neuiterial de,nt;::jr:
e O orkers some disease idn’t; it ki
about a third of New Piraeus.” e SR Ieiuied
“Oh, my God—"
ﬁzg‘l:l: a::?n mnﬁtﬁjfn yc:l:s th:go. + » « Oro’s labs synthe-
Y, an opulated the city.
they still don’t know what the diseas); :::s?'l ouF Bt
“It’s like a trap, to live on a single world.”
“Most of us have to. . . . It has its compensations.”
She finished her fruit, and changed the subject. “You
helped take care of them, during the epidemic?”
He nodded. “I seemed to be immune, so—"
She patted his arm. “You are very good.”
th‘:t laughed; glanced away. “Very plastic would be more
e .ll
“Don’t you ever get sick?”
“Almost never. I can’t even get very drunk. Someday I'll
prc:t;s;\blydwaklﬁ up entirely plastic.”

“You'd still be very good.” They be to walk agai
““f"léat did she say?” v Degan .
he said, ‘Ah, Soldier. 've lad i o

ot pharais . , you' got a lady friend.” She

:‘W‘ha.t did you say?”
T said, ‘That’s right”” Smiling, he didn’t put his arm
ar?‘l;?’dllhef; his lt:cllgem kneaded emptiness.
ell, I'm she was pl S i
people have g e pleased I don’t think most
sea,Dont look at them. Look out there.” He showed her the
flat. m‘;ted greens and blues below the ivory jumble of the
roofed town. To the north and south mountains like

Tumpled cloth reached down to the shore.

mmg;ntihe sea—TI've always loved the sea; at home we were

ed by it, on an island. Space is like th d-
%ﬂnstant,”constamly cl:usmg-h:lgliI o i
them irf?;:rl Two giggl_ing girls made a wide circle past

Brandy b‘i“'«“‘-et. dark skirts brushing their calves.
Pm pergs . lushed, frowned, sought the sea again. “I—think
mgu ::‘;eg I gueifs I've seen enough.”
hang a5 0 up there but the new, anyway.” He took her
d they started back down. “It's just that we’re a rarity

215
I met her during the epi-
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up this far.™ A heavy m 3

them; in his cold eVY an in a heavy caftan pushed

overaged Tail. yes Maris saw an alien wanton andp:::

. “They either leer, or th »

hls“i} &:111 “What's their pmgmmsu?” re.” He felt her nails mark

ealousy . . . mortality. You th ;

Pioa's oo p - X reaten them, you space

tals—-—”y u ever think about it? Free and beautiful imm;::
“They know we aren’t imm : i

than anybody else.” OTHals we: hardly live Jongee
“They also know you come here from a voyage of twenty-

five years looking ]_:ardly older than when you left. May?a

they don’t recognize you, but they know. And they're

twenty-five years older. . . . Why do you think they go

around in sacks?”

“To look ugly. They must be dreadfully repressed.” She
tossed her head sullenly.

“They are; but that’s not why. It’s because they want to
hide the changes. And in their way to mimic you, who always
look the same. They've done it since 1 can remember; you're

they have to envy.”
v g heard on Elder they paint patterns on
them ‘youth-fix-

She sighed. “I've
eir skin, to hide the Change'hNtaka cs]ledwo‘ like the sea,
Anger faded, her eyes grew 1ly when we’re

g’ didn’t he?” : ; i
> ink about it . . . especia

gfay.green. Yes, 1 th out 1 - all the
the lubbers, and their narrow Lives, think they're

ughi at !
by r l;I:sfntiﬂg awestruck Tails, sometimes they think S7%
using us, but we're la'}varays th

i *re very cruel.
thla?fr::; like a god—Silver Lagztoi;m ce-—thaf wigh al
't called m9,© ainfully; he said nothing. “I

“you haven .
hand tightened P i as
aa cyborg for the same things. ‘ der 10 imitaté

b d ha
rationalize—2%C e most P

”

oA e :t'lt's easier to ‘

e addergts oy Othcrhal:ttl;ec,r we 1rnmortsls. It's
He shru . ust wait for €ac , we i

A iral tglwn' 1 don’t hat they o
still beautiful : .

. hing in sted mets flfr;;sgh o

He sat € catchergv jce weave Patt.zlrinﬂy e %
bracelet listening t© r. Washing away th g o
yrr . ::;utehé third paragraph on

B 1 -

Abset.lt:t:?me- 3 the singing st'?P
e‘g‘l.llvmuris, do you have an
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He looked up at her thin, shinin P
way. “Brandy, goddamm it! Youg*eb(g{' namnked o ﬂlw dﬁ
you want to show it all to the whole damn street?” R
ﬂe:j:Bl.lt I always—"" Made awkward by sudden awareness, she
He sat and stared at the sun-hazed windows, entirel

that there was no one to see in. e ved, his
S ouifiing sasad. Slowly the fire died, his
She returned shyly, closing herself into quilted blue-sil
and sank onto the edge of a chair. “I jrust?:ever think ab‘:ul:
jt.” Her voice was very small.
“It's all right.” Ashamed, he looked past her. “Sorry I
yelled at you. . . . What did you want to ask me?”
w “It doesn't-matter.” She pulled violently at her snarled hair.

Ow! Dammit!” Feeling him look at her, she forced a smile.

“Uh, you know, I'm glad we picked up Mima on Treone; I'm
not the little sister anymore. I was really getting pretty tired
of being the greenie for so long. She’s—"

“Brandy—""

“Hm?"

“Why don’t they allow cyborgs on crews?”

%urpg‘se lv:alll.rght her. “It’s a regulation.”

e shook his head. “Don" ‘It ion,’
me e t tell me ‘It’s a regulation,” tell

“W:?ll -« .” She smoothed wet hair-strands with her fin-
gers. “They tried it, and it didn’t work out. Like with men—
ll)hey couldn’t endure space, they broke down, their hormonal

aéancc was wrong. With cyborgs, stresses between the real
;l; the artificial in the body were too severe, they broke
wawn: tolo. - - - At the beginning they tried cyborganics, as a
mol::e (;)a.l et men keep space, like they tried altering the hor-
fone balance. Neither worked. Physically or psychologically,
o as too much strain. So finally they just made it a regu-

‘%n, no men on space crews.”
impr::e?at' was over a thousand years ago—cyborganics has
00 Anan I'm hesﬂthler and live longer than any normal per-

“And sltl‘mlser. He leaned forward, tight with agitation.
Mmeang ;n‘:lw‘er— We don’t need strength, we have artificial
stress 'ﬁ anyway, a man would still have to face more

“Are ﬂ:"ol—lld be dangerous.”

o ere any female cyborgs on crews?”

-
Ha
“ ve ’Ehey ever even tried it again?”
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“You see? The League has a lock on space, they keep it
with archaic laws. They don’t want anyone else out therel”
Sudden resentment shook his voice.

“Maybe . . . we don’t.” Her fingers closed, opened, closed
over the soft heavy arms of the chair; her eyes were the color
of twisting smoke. “Do you really blame us? Spacing is our
life, it's our strength. We have to close the others out, every-
thing changes and changes around us, there’'s no continu-
ity—we only have each other. That's why we have our
regulations, that’s why we dress alike, look alike, act alike;

there’s nothing else we can do, and stay sane. We have to live

apart, always.” She pulled her hair forward, tying nervous
knots. “And—that’s why we never take the same lover twice,
too. We have needs we have to satisfy; but we can’t afford to
. . . form relationships, get involved, tied. It's a danger, it’s
an instability. . . . You do understand that, don’t you,
Maris; that it’'s why I don’t—" She broke off, eyes burning
him with sorrow and, below it, fear.

He managed a smile. “Have you heard me complain?”

“Weren’t you just . . . 7 She lifted her head.

Slowly he nodded, felt pain start. “I suppose I was.” But I
don’t change. He shut his eyes suddenly, before she read
them. But that's not the point, is it?

“Maris, do you want me to stop staying here?”

“No— No . .. I understand, it’s all right. I like the com-
pany.” He stretched, shook his head. “Only, wear a towel, all
right? I’m only human.”

“] promise . . . that I will keep my eyes open, in the fu-
ture“’

He considered the future that would begin with dawn when
her ship went up, and said nothing.

o

He stumbled cursing from the bedroom to the door, to‘ﬁng
her waiting there, radiant and wholly unexpected. “Surprise!
She laughed and hugged him, dislodging his half-tied robe.

“My God—hey!” He dragged her inside and slammed the
door. “You want to get me arrested for indecent expﬂsl"e'fd
He turned his back, making adjustments, while she stood an

iggled behind him. )
. glg-le faced her again, fogged with sleep, struggling to be-
lieve. ““You’'re early—almost two weeks?” ) a1
“I know. I couldn’t wait till tonight to surprise you. An
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did, didn’t I?”” She rolled her eyes. “I heard you coming to
the door!” .

She sat curled on his aging striped couch, squinting out the
window as he fastened his sandals. “You used to have so
much room. Houses haven’t filled up your canyon, have
they?” Her voice grew wistful.

“Not yet. If they ever do, I won’t stay to see it. . . . How
was your trip this time?”

“Beautiful, again . . . I can’t imagine it ever being anything
else. You could see it all a hundred times over, and never see
it all—

Through your crystal eye,
Mactav, I watch the midnight’s
star turn inside out. ...

Oh, guess what! My poems—I finished the cycle during the
voyage . . . and it’s going to be published, on Treone. They
said very nice things about it.”

He nodded smugly. “They have good taste. They must
have changed, too.”

“‘A renaissance in progress’—meaning they’ve put on
some ver-ry artsy airs, last decade; their Tails are
something else. . . .” Remembering, she shook her head. “It
was one of them that told me about the publisher.”

“You showed him your poems?” Trying not to—

“Good grief, no; he was telling me about his. So I thought,
What have I got to lose?”

“When do I get a copy?”

“I don’t know.” Disappointment pulled at her mouth.
“Maybe I'll never even get one; after twenty-five years they’ll
be out of print. ‘Art is long, and Time is fleeting’ . . .
Longfellow had it backward. But I made you some copies of
the poems. And brought you some more books, too. There’s
one you should read; it replaced Ntaka years ago on the In-
side. I thought it was inferior, but who are we . . . What are
YOE laughing about?”

“What happened to that freckle-faced kid in pigtails?”

What?” Her nose wrinkled.

“How old are you now?”

':Pwenty-four. Oh—" She looked pleased.
“Madame Poet, do you want to go to dinner with me?”

Oh, food, oh yes!” She bounced, caught him grinning,
froze. “I would love to. Can we go to Good Eats?”

T
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“Tt closed right after you left.”

“Oh ... the music was wild. Well, how about that
seafood place, with the fish name—7"

He shook his head. “The owner died. It's been twenty-five
years.”

“Damn, we can never keep anything.” She sighed. “Why
don’t I just make us a dinner—I'm still here. And I'd like
that.”

That night, and every other night, he stood at the bar and
watched her go out, with a Tail or a laughing knot of par-
tiers. Once she waved to him; the stem of a shatterproof
glass snapped in his hand; he kicked it under the counter,
confused and angry.

But three nights in the two weeks she came home early.
This time, pointedly, he asked her no questions. Gratefully,

she told him no lies, sleeping on his couch and sharing the af-
ternoon. . . .«

They returned to the flyer, moving in step along the cool
jade sand of the beach. Maris looked toward the sea’s edge,
where frothy fingers reached, withdrew, and reached again.
“You leave tomorrow, huh?”

Brandy nodded. “Uh-hub.”

He sighed.

“Maris, if_n

“What?”

“Oh—nothing.” She brushed sand from her boot.

He watched the sea reach, and withdraw, and reach—

“Have you ever wanted to see a ship? Inside, I mean.” She
pulled open the flyer door, her body strangely intent.

He followed her. “Yes.”

“Would you like to see mine—the Who Got Her?”

“I thought that was illegal?”

“‘No waking man shall set foot on a ship of the space-
ways.” It is a League regulation . . . but it's based on a su-
perstition that’s at least a thousand years old—‘Men on shll}s
is bad luck.’ Which is silly here. Your presence on board in
port isn’t going to bring us disaster.”

He looked incredulous. .

“T'd like you to see our life, Maris, as I see yours. There's
nothing wrong with that. And besides”—she shrugged—"n0
one will know; because nobody’s there right now.”

‘He faced a wicked grin, and did his best to match it. “T
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They got in, the flyer drifted silently from the cove. New
Piraeus rose to meet them from beyond the ridge; the late
sun struck gold from hidden windows,

“] wish it wouldn’t change—oh . . . there’s another new
one. It’s a skyscraper!”

He glanced across the bay. “Just finished; maybe New Pi-
raeus is growing up—thanks to Oro Mines. It hardly changed
over a century; after all those years, it’s a little scary.”

“Even after three . . . or twenty-five?” She pointed. “Right
down there, Maris—there’s our airlock.”

The flyer settled on the water below the looming semi-
transparent hull of the WGH—709.

Maris gazed up and back. “It’s a lot bigger than I ever re-
alized.”

“It masses twenty thousand tons, empty.” Brandy caught
hold of the hanging ladder. “I guess we’ll have to go up this
.+ . okay?” She looked over at him.

“Sure. Slow, maybe, but sure.”

They slipped in through the lock, moved. soft-footed down
hallways past dim cavernous storerooms.

“Is the whole ship transparent?” He touched a wall, plastic
met plastic. “How do you get any privacy?”

“Why are you whispering?”

“I'm no—I'm not. Why are you?”

“Shhh! Because it’s so quiet.” She stopped, pride beginning
to show on her face. “The whole ship can be almost
transparent, like now; but usually it's not. All the walls and
the hull are polarized; you can opaque them. These are just
holds, anyway, they’re most of the ship. The passenger stasis
cubicles are up there. Here’s the lift. We'll go up to the con-
trol room.”

“Brandy!” A girl in red with a clipboard turned on them
outraged, as they stepped from the lift. “Brandy, what the

hell do you mean by— Oh. Is that you, Soldier? God, I
thought she’d brought a man on board.”

Maris flinched. “Hi, Nilgiri.”

Brandy was very pale beside him. “We just came out to
—uh, look in on Mactav, she’s been kind of moody lately,
you know. I thought we could read to her. . . . What are
}‘03 doing here?’ And a whispered, “Bitch.”

st that—checking up on Mactav. Harkané sent me
:l:lf;;i Nilgiri glanced at the panels behind her, back at Maris,
woaenly awkward. “Uh—Ilook, since I'm already here don't
OITy about it, okay? I'll go down and play some music for
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her. Why don’t you—uh, show Soldier around the ship, or
something. . . .” Her round face was reddening like an
apple. “Bye?” She slipped past them and into the lift, and dis-
appeared.

“Damn, sometimes she’s such an ass.”

“She didn’t mean it.”

“Oh, I should have—"

“—done just what you did; she was sorry. And at least
we're not trespassing.”

“God, Maris, how do you stand it? They must do it to you
all the time. Don’t you resent it?”

“Hell, yes, I resent it. Who wouldn’t? I just got tired of
getting mad. . . . And besides”—he glanced at the closed
doors—*besides, nobody needs a mean bartender. Come on,
show me around the ship.”

Her knotted fingers uncurled, took his hand. “This way,
please; straight ahead of you is our control room.” She pulled
him forward beneath the daybright dome. He saw a hand-
printed sign above the central panel, NO-MAN’s LAND. “From
here we program our computer; this area here is for the
AAFAL drive, first devised by Ursula, an early spacer who—""

“What's awful about it?”

“What?”

“Every spacer I know calls the ship’s drive ‘awful.’ ™

“Oh— Not ‘awful,” AAFAL: Almost As Fast As Light.
Which it is. That's what we call it; there’s a technical name
too.”

“Um.” He looked vaguely disappointed. “Guess I'm used
to—" He made it into curiosity again, as he watched her
smiling with delight. “I—suppose it’s different from anti-
gravity?” Seventy years before she was born, he had taught
himself the principles of starship technology.

“Very.” She giggled suddenly. “The ‘awfuls’ and the ‘aghs,’
hmm ... We do use an AG unit to leave and enter solar sys-
tems; it operates like the ones in flyers, it throws us away
from the planet, and finally the entire system, until we reach
AAFAL ignition speeds. With the AG you can only get fractions
of the speed of light, but it’s enough to concentrate interstel-
lar gases and dust. Our force nets feed them through the
drive unit, where they’re converted to energy, which increases
our speed, which makes the unit more efficient . . . until
we're moving almost as fast as light.

“We use the AG to protect us from acceleration forces, and
after deceleration to guide us into port. The start and finish
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can take up most of our trip times; the farther out in space
you are, the less AG feedback you get from the system’s mass,
and the less your velocity changes. It's a beautiful time,
though—you can see the AG forces through the polarized hull,
wrapping you in shifting rainbow. ...

“And you are isolate”—she leaned against a silent panel
and punched buttons; the room began to grow dark—"in ab-
solute night . . . and stars.” And stars appeared, in the
darkness of a planetarium show; fire-gnats lighting her face
and shoulders and his own. “How do you like our stars?”

“Are we in here?”

Four streaks of blue joined lights in the air. “Here . .. in
space by this corner of the Quadrangle. This is our navigation
chart for the Quadrangle run; see the bowed leg and
brightness, that's the Pleiades. Patris . . . Sanalareta . . .
Treone . . . back to Oro. The other lines zigzag too, but it
doesn’t show. Now come with me. . . . With a flare of en-
€rgy, we open our AAFAL nets in space—"

He followed her voice into the night, where flickering
tracery seined motes of interstellar gas, and impossible noth-
ingness burned with infinite energy, potential transformed and
transforming. With the wisdom of a thousand years a ship of
the League fell through limitless seas, navigating the shifting
currents of the void, beating into the sterile winds of space.
Stars glittered like snow on the curving hull, spitting icy dag-
gers of light that moved imperceptibly into spectral blues be-
fore him, reddened as he looked behind: imperceptibly time
expanded, velocity increased and with it power. He saw the
haze of silver on his right rise into their path, a wall of liquid
shadow . . . the Pleiades, an enc[_lm bank of burning fog,
kindled from within by shrouded islands of fire. Tendrils of
shimmering mists curved outward across hundreds of billions
of kilometers, the nets found bountiful harvest, drew close,

s edge of cloud.
hurled the ship into 8 5T i bing haloes of colored light,

Nebulosity Wrappe :
P ce, as the nets fell inward toward the
ringed him l':,nbgnﬂul:tltln energy, shielding its fragile nucleus
ship, burgeo ndless fury of its passage. Acceleration increased
frook sogolds around him the Doppler shifts deepened
by hundred ean and crimson; slowly the clinging brightness
toward :: parabolas of shining smoke, whipping past until the
wove 100 ing mass of cloud and stars seemed to sweep
entir® 4 iveling toward blue-whiteness, trailing embers.

3-‘1;’:& suddenly the ship burst once more into a void, a uni-



224 Joan D. Vinge

verse warped into a rubber bowl of brilliance stretching past
him, drawing away and away before him toward a gleaming
point in darkness. The shrunken nets seined near-vacuum and
were filled; their speed approached 0.999¢ . . . held constant,
as the conversion of matter to energy ceased within the ship
. . . and in time, with a flicker of silver force, began once
more to fall away. Slowly time unbowed, the universe cast off
its alienness. One star grew steadily before them: the sun of
Patris.

A sun rose in ruddy splendor above the City in the Clouds
on Patris, nine months and seven light-years from
Oro. . . . And again, Patris fell away; and the brash gleaming
Freeport of Sanalareta; they crept toward Treone through
gasless waste, groping for current and mote across the barren
ship-wakes of half a millennium. . .. And again—

Maris found himself among fire-gnat stars, on a ship in the
bay of New Piraeus. And realized she had stopped speaking.
His hand rubbed the copper snarl of his hair, his eyes bright
as a child’s. “You didn’t tell me you were a witch in your
spare time.”

He heard her smile, “Thank you. Mactav makes the real
magic, though; her special effects are fantastic. She can show
you the whole inhabited section of the galaxy, with all the
trade polyhedra, like a dew-flecked cobweb hanging in the
air.” Daylight returned to the panel. “Mactav—that’s her
bank, there—handles most of the navigation, life support, all
that, too. Sometimes it seems like we’re almost along for the
ride! But of course we're along for Mactav.”

“Who or what is Mactav?” Maris peered into a darkened
screen, saw something amber glimmer in its depths, drew
back.

“You've never met her, neither have we—but you were
staring her right in the eye.” Brandy stood beside him. “She
must be listening to Giri down below. . . . Okay, okayl—a
Mactavia unit is the brain, the nervous system of a ship, she
monitors its vital signs, calculates, adjusts. We only have to
ask—sometimes we don’t even have to do that. The memory
is a real spacer woman’s, fed into the circuits . . . someone
who died irrevocably, or had reached retirement, but wanted
to stay on. A human system is wiser, more versatile—and lots
cheaper—than anything all-machine that’s ever been done.”

“Then your Mactav is a kind of cyborg.”

She smiled. “Well, I guess so; in a way—"
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«But the Spacing League’s regulations still won’t allow cy-
borgs in crews.”

She looked annoyed. .

He shrugged. “Sorry. Dumb thing to say. . . . What’s that

down there?”

l.e‘?‘()h, that’s our ‘stomach’: the AAFAL unit, where”—she

i __“we digest stardust into energy. It’s the only thing
that’s never transparent; the red is the shield.”

“How does it work?”

“] don’t really know. I can make it go, but I don’t under-
stand why—I'm only a five-and-a-half technician now. If I
was a six I could tell you.” She glanced at him sidelong.
“Ahal I finally impressed youl”

He laughed. “Not so dumb as you look.” He had qualified
as a six half a century before, out of boredom.

“You'd better be kidding!™

“I am.” He followed her back across the palely opalescing
floor, looking down, and down. “Like walking on water . . .
why transparent?”

She smiled through him at the sky. “Because it’s so beauti-
ful outside.”

They dropped down through floors, to come out in a new
hall. Music came faintly to him.

“This is where my cabin—"

Abruptly the music became an impossible agony of sound
torn with screaming.

“God!” And Brandy was gone from beside him, down the
hallway and through a flickering wall.

He found her inside the door, rigid with awe. Across the
room the wall vomited blinding waves of color, above a
screeching growth of crystal organ pipes. Nilgiri crouched on
the floor, hands pressed against her stomach, shrieking hyster-
ically. “Stop it, Mactav! Stop it! Stop it! Stop it!”

He touched Brandy’s shoulder; she looked up and caught
his arm; together they pulled Nilgiri, wailing, back from bed-
lam to the door.

“Nilgiril Nilgiri, what happened!” Brandy screamed
against her ear.

“Mactav, Mactav!”

“Why?”

“She put a . . . charge through it, she’s crazy-mad . . .
;I'x-she thinks . . . Oh, stop it, Mactav]” Nilgiri clung, sob-

ing.



You turn it off?” » hands over h
“Maris, wait]”
“How, Brandy?”
“It’s electri » don’t touch jt1»

“Honpn h it]

“On the left, on the le: i i g
Stop it, Macer stop ft, three Switches—Maris, dony__
" I:; h]:ard her screamin

ated, battered with glaring sound; sparks crack]
ﬂmkeq s.witchm on the organ panel, o;pcc, twice, again,

| S—it-it-it-it]” Her voice echoed through silent halls. Nilgiri
slid down the doorjamb and sat sobbing on the floor,

“Maris, are you all right?”

He heard her dimly through cotton. Dazed with relief, he

ked away from the gleaming console, nodding, and started
across the room.

“Man,” the soft hollow voice echoed echoed echoed.

at are you doing in here?"”

“Mactav?” Brandy was gazing uneasily to his left.

He turned; across the room was another ‘artificial eye,
burning amber,

“Branduin, Yyou brought him onto
do this thing? It js forbidden!”

“Oh, God.” Nilgiri began to wail again in horror. Brandy

1t and caught Nilgiri’s blistered h

ands; he saw anger
hardened over her face. “Mactav, how could you!”

“Brandy.” He shook his head; took a breath, frightened.
“Mactav—I'm not a man. You’re mistaken.”

“Maris, no . . »

He frowned. “Im one hundred and forty-one years old
- « - half my body is synthetic. I'm hardly human, any more
than you are. Scan and see.” He held up his hands.

e part of you that matters is still a man.”

A smile caught at his mouth, “Thanks,”

“Men are evil, men des «oa?

“Her, Maris,” Brandy whispered. “They destroyed her.”

The smile wavered. “Something more we have in com-
mon.” His false arm pressed his side.

The golden eye regarded him. “Cyborg.”

He sighed, went to the door. Brandy stood to meet him,
Nilgiri huddled silently at her feet, staring up.

“Nilgiri.” The voice was full of pain; they look_ed back,
“How can I forgive myself for what I've done? I will never,

y -

the ship; how could you
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night on the town?” Nilgir; grinn

Brandy hesitate. i ed and nodded; he sayw
“Maybe I'd better stay with Mact: i :

upset. She’s got to be ready to go up tomore Aphe's st

firmed resolution on her face, + Amost-guilt

“Well . . . I could st , if i
unhappy. ay. you think ., . .

“No. It's my fault she’s like this; I'll do i i
. 3 o it. B
l::e_n out having a fa.r:ltastic day, I'd be too tired toeillt;1 ?:’n};;:
night. You go on in. Thank you, Maris! I wish it wasn’t

over so soon.” She turned back to him, beginnin
hair into braids; quicksilver shone. 8 10 put her

Ihe plmme was alI mine.” The 1 ht sense Of l
t 4 S 0ss d|3‘
mlved in warmth. I can't l‘ememb . e
€er a better one elthel .

; grimaced.
She smiled and took his h

forth_ b?tyvee_n them. “I'll see y:::‘if; t}l;:ll%t‘::-;‘.'gllanoed pacik and
. 1*11113:-]{-}l climbed down through the glow to the waiting
Byer- A aIf‘ls braced back from the top rung to watch
througy;:tswh?;;in; :talgﬁtg!s :f IStmge : e:‘:.p ression, l°°k- (lown
“Goodbye, Brandy.” SOSIRES Sosibye s
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” Nilgiri looked
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Y when you’re having
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“Well, now that you’ve seen it, what do you tiiii’
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i -fifth year
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“That’s more good news. I have a chance to crew on a dif.
ferent ship, to get out of the Quadrangle and see things I've
only dreamed of, new worlds—"

“And the bad news is how long you’ll be gone.”

“Yea."

“How many years?”

“It's an extended voyage, following up trade contacts; if
we're lucky, we might be back in the stellar neighborhood in
thirty-five years . . . thirty-five years tau—more than two
hundred, here. If we’re not so lucky, maybe we won’t be back
this way at all.”

“I see.” He stared unblinking at the floor, hands knotted
between his knees. “It’s—an incredible opportunity, all right
. . . especially for your poetry. I envy you. But I'll miss
you.’l

“I know.” He saw her teeth catch her lip. “But we can
spend time together, we’ll have a lot of time before I go.
And—well, I’ve brought you something, to remember me.”
She crossed the room to him.

It was a star, suspended burning coldly in scrolled silver by
an artist who knew fire. Inside she showed him her face,
laughing, full of joy.

“I found it on Treone . . . they really are in renaissance.
And I liked that holo, I thought you might—"

Leaning across silver he found the silver of her hair, kissed
her once on the mouth, felt her quiver as he pulled away. He
lifted the woven chain, fixed it at his throat. “I have some-
thing for you, too.”

He got up, returned with a slim book the color of red
wine, put it in her hands.

“My poems!”

He nodded, his fingers feeling the star at his throat. “I
managed to get hold of two copies—it wasn’t easy. Because
they’re too well known now; the spacers carry them, they
show them but they won’t give them up. You must be known
on more worlds than you could ever see.”

“Oh, I hadn’t even heard. . . .” She laughed suddenly.
“My fame preceded me. But next trip—" She looked away.
“No. I won’t be going that way anymore.”

“But you’ll be seeing new things, to make into new po-
ems.” He stood, trying to loosen the tightness in his voice,

“Yes ... Oh, yes, I know. ...”
“A month is a long time.”

A sudden sputter of noise made them look up. i| dapples
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of rain were beginning to slide, smearing dust over the flat

ro?.fliain! not fog; the season’s started.” They stood and
watched the sky fade overhead, darken, crack and shudder
with electric light. The rain fell harder, the ceiling rippled
and blurred; he led her to the window. Out across the smooth
folded land a liquid curtain billowed, slaking the dust-dry
throat of the canyons, renewing the earth and the spiny
tight-leaf scrub. “I always wonder if it’s ever going to hap-
pen. It always does.” He looked at her, expecting quicksilver,
and found slow tears. She wept silently, watching the rain.

For the next two weeks they shared the rain, and the chill
bright air that followed. In the evenings she went out, while
he stood behind the bar, because it was the last time she
would have leave with the crew of the Who Got Her. But ev-
ery morning he found her sleeping, and every afternoon she
spent with him. Together they traced the serpentine alleyways
of the shabby, metamorphosing lower city, or roamed the
docks with the windburned fisherfolk. He took her to meet
Makerrah, whom he had seen as a boy mending nets by
hand, as a fishnet-clad Tail courting spacers at the Tin Sol-
dier, as a sailor and fisherman, for almost forty years. Maker-

» now growing heavy and slow as his wood-hulled boat,
showed it with pride to the sailor from the sky; they discussed
nets, eating fish.

“This world is getting old. . . .” Brandy had come with
him to the bar as the evening started.

_Maris smiled. “But the night is young.” And felt pleasure
stir with envy.

“True, true . . .” Pale hair cascaded as her head bobbed.
“But, you know, when . . . if I was gone another twenty-five
years, I probably wouldn’t recognize this street. The Tin Sol-
dier really is the only thing that doesn’t change.” She sat at
the agate counter, face propped in her hands, musing.

He stirred drinks. “It’s good to have something constant in
your life.”

«“] know. We appreciate that too, more than anybody.” She
glanced away, into the dark-raftered room. “They really al-
ways do come back here first, and spend more time in here
. .. and knowing that they can means so much: that you'll
be here, young and real and remembering them.” A sudden
hunger blurred her sight.
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“It goes both ways.” He looked up.

“I know that, too. . . . You know, I always meant to ask:
why did you call it the “Tin Soldier’? I mean, I think I see
. . . but why ‘tin"?”

“Sort of a private joke, I guess. It was in a book of folk
tales I read, Adndersen’s Fairy Tales”—he looked embar-
rassed—*I'd read everything else. It was a story about a toy
shop, about a tin soldier with one leg, who was left on the
shelf for years. . . . He fell in love with a toy ballerina who
only loved dancing, never him. In the end, she fell into the

fire, and he went after her—she burned to dust, heartless; he.

melted into a heart-shaped lump. . . .” He laughed carefully,
seeing her face. “A footnote said sometimes the story had a
happy ending; I like to believe that.”

She nodded, hopeful. “Me too. . . . Where did your stone
bar come from? It’s beautiful; like the edge of the Pleiades,
depths of mist.”

“Why all the questions?” y

“I’'m appreciating. I've loved it all for years, and never said
anything. Sometimes you love things without knowing it, you
take them for granted. It’s wrong to let that happen ...solI
wanted you to know.” She smoothed the polished stone with
her hand.

He joined her tracing opalescences. “It’s petrified wood—
some kind of plant life that was preserved in stone, minerals
replaced its structure. I found it in the desert.”

“Desert?”

“East of the mountains. I found a whole canyon full of
them. It’s an incredible place, the desert.”

“I've never seen one. Only heard about them, barren and
deadly; it frightened me.”

“While you cross the most terrible desert of them
all?—between the stars.”

“But it’s not barren.”

“Neither is this one. It's winter here now, I can take you to
see the trees, if you'd like it.” He grinned. “If you dare.”

Her eyebrows rose. “I darel We could go tomorrow, I'll
make us a lunch.”

“We'd have to leave early, though. If you were wanting to
do the town again tonight . . .”

“QOh, that’s all right; I’ll take a pill.”

‘lHey_!! )

She winced. “Oh, well . . . I found a kind I could take, I
used them all the time at the other ports, like the rest.”

y -
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wh "
:gheec:use med staying with you. I deceived you, now you

, true confession. Are you mad?”
lm(1’{‘;:'.«. face filled with astonished pleasure. “Hardly . . . I
e to admit, I used to wonder what—""
hazso!-dierl", He looked away, someone gestured at him
across the room. “More wine, please!” He raised a hand.
“Brandy, come on, there’s a party—"
She waved. “Tomorrow morning, early?’ Her eyes kept his

face.

“Uh-huh. See you—"

“—Ilater.” She slipped down and was gone.

The flyer rose silently, pointing into the early sun. Brandy
sat beside him, squinting down and back through the glare as
New Piraeus grew narrow beside the glass-green bay. “Look,
how it falls behind the hills, until all you can see are the land
and the sea, and no sign of change. It’s like that when the
ship goes up, but it happens so fast you don’t have time to sa-
vor it.” She turned back to him, bright-eyed. “We go from
world to world but we never see them; we’'re always looking
up. It's good to look down, today.”

They drifted higher, rising with the climbing hills, until the
rumpled olive-red suede of the seacoast grew jagged, blotched
green-black and gray and blinding white.

“Is that really snow?” She pulled at his arm, pointing.

He nodded. “We manage a little.”

“I've only seen snow once since I left Calicho, once it was
winter on Treone. We wrapped up in furs and capes even
though we didn’'t have to, and threw snowballs with the
Tails. . . . But it was cold most of the year on our island, on
Calicho—we were pretty far north, we grew special kinds of
crops . . . and us kids had hairy hornbeats to pled around
on. . . ."” Lost in memories, she rested against his shoulder;
while he tried to remember a freehold on Glatte, and snowy
walls became jumbled whiteness climbing a hill by the sea.

They had crossed the diwide; the protruding batholith of
the peaks degenerated into parched, crumbling slopes of
gigantic rubble. Ahead of them the scarred yellow desolation
stretched away like an infinite canvas, into mauve haze.
“How far does it go?”

“It goes on forever. . . . Maybe not this desert, but this
merges into others that merge into others—the whole planet
is a desert, hot or cold. It's been desiccating for eons; the

sun’s been rising off the main sequence. The sea by New Pi-
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raeus is the only large body of free water left now, and that’s
dropped half an inch since I've been here. The coast is the
only habitable area, and there aren’t many towns there even
now.”

“Then Oro will never be able to change too much.”

“Only enough to hurt. See the dust? Open-pit mining, for
seventy kilometers north. And that’s a little one.”

He took them south, sliding over the eroded face of the
land to twist through canyons of folded stone, sediments con-
torted by the palsied hands of tectonic force; or flashing
across pitted flatlands lipping on pocket seas of ridged and
shadowed blow-sand.

They settled at last under a steep outcurving wall of fres-
coed rock layered in red and green. The wide, rough bed of
the sandy wash was pale in the chill glare of mnoon,
scrunching underfoot as they began to walk. Pulling on his
leather jacket, Maris showed her the kaleidoscope of ages left
tumbled in stones over the hills they climbed, shouting
against the husty wind of the ridges. She cupped them in mar-
veling hands, hair streaming like silken banners past her face;
obligingly he put her chosen few into his pockets., “Aren’t
you cold?” He caught her hand.

“No, my suit takes care of me. How did you ever learn to
know all these, Maris?”

Shaking his head, he began to lead her back down.
“There’s more here than I’'ll ever know. I just got a mining
tape on geology at the library. But it made it mean more to
come out here . . . where you can see eons of the planet laid
open, one cycle settling on another. To know the time it took,
the life history of an entire world: it helps my perspective, it
makes me feel—young.”

“We think we know worlds, but we don’t, we only see
people: change and pettiness. We forget the greater con-
stancy, tied to the universe. It would humble our perspective,
too. . . .” Pebbles boiled and clattered; her hand held his
strongly as his foot slipped. He looked back, chagrined, and

she laughed. “You don’t really have to lead me here, Maris. I
was a mountain goat on Calicho, and I haven't forgotten it
all.”

Indignant, he dropped her hand. *You lead.”

Still laughing, she led him to the bottom of the hill.

And he took her to see the trees. Working their way gver
rocks up the windless branch wash, they rounded a bend and
found them, tumbled in static glory. He heard her indrawn
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breath. “Oh, Maris—" _Radiant with colqr and light _she
walked among them, while he wondered again at the passion-
less artistry of the earth. Amethyst and agate, crystal and
mimicked wood-grain, hexagonal trunks splgt_ open to bare
subtleties of mergence and secret nebulosities. She knelt
among the broken bits of limb, choosing colors to hold up to
the sun,

He sat on a trunk, picking agate pebbles. “They’re sort of
special friends of mine; we go down in time together, in
strangely familiar bodies. . . .” He studied them with fond
pride, “But they go with more grace.”

She put her colored chunks on the ground. “No . . . I
don’t think so. They had no choice.”

He looked down, tossing pebbles.

“Let’s have our picnic here.”

They cleared a space and spread a blanket, and picnicked
with the trees. The sun warmed them in the windless hollow,
and he made a pillow of his jacket; satiated, they lay back
head by head, watching the cloudless green-blue sky.

“You pack a good lunch.”

“Thank you. It was the least I could do”—her hand
brushed his arm; quietly his fingers tightened on them-
selves—*to share your secrets; to learn that the desert isn’t
Il:ivfar};n, that it's immense, timeless, full of—mysteries. But no

=]

“No—not anymore. There’s no water, nothing can live.
The only things left are in or by the sea, or they’re things
we’ve brought. Across our own lifeless desert-sea.”

“ “Though inland far we be, our souls have sight of that
immortal sea which brought us hither.”” Her hand stretched
above him, to catch the sky.

“Wordsworth. That’s the only thing by him I ever liked
much.”

They lay together in the warm silence. A piece of agate
came loose, dropped to the ground with a clink; they started.

llMaris_"

“Hmm?"”

“Do you realize we've known each other for three-quarters
of a century?”

“Yes. .. .”

“T've almost caught up with you, I think. I’'m twenty-seven.

Soon I'm going to start passing you. But at least—now you’ll

never have to see it show.” Her fingers touched the rusty
curls of his hair,

“
-
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“It would never show. You couldn’t help but be utiful,»

“Maris . . . sweet Maris.” ol .

He felt her hand clench in the soft wave of his shirt,
move in caresses down his body. Angrily he pulled aw.
up, half his face flushed. “Damn—{" > T b

Stricken, she caught at his sleeve. “No, no—" Her eyes
found his face, gray filled with grief. “No . .. Maris . , .
I—want you.” She unsealed her suit, drew blue-silver from
her shoulders, knelt before him. “I want you.”

Her hair fell to her waist, the color of warm honey. She
reached out and lifted his hand with tenderness; slowly he
leaned forward, to bare her breasts and her beating heart, felt
the softness set fire to his nerves. Pulling her close, he found
her lips, kissed them long and longingly; held her against his
era.ndhem beating, lost in her silken hair. “Oh, God,

V..

“I love you, Maris . . . I think I’ve always loved you.” She
clung to him, cold and shivering in the sunlit air. “And it’s
wrong to leave you and never let you know.”

And he realized that fear made her tremble, fear bound to
her love in ways he could not fully understand. Blind to the
future, he drew her down beside him and stopped her trem-
bling with his joy.

In the evening she sat across from him at the bar, blue-
haloed with light, sipping brandy. Their faces were bright
with wine and melancholy bliss.

“I finally got some more brandy, Brandy . . . a couple of
years ago. So we wouldn’t run out. If we don’t get to it, you
can take it with you.” He set the dusty red-splintered bottle
carefully on the bar.

“You could save it, in case I do come back, as old as your
grandmaw, and in need of some warmth. . . .” Slowly she
rotated her glass, watching red leap up the sides. “Do you
suppose by then my poems will have reached Home? And
maybe somewhere Inside, Ntaka will be reading me.”

“The Outside will be the Inside by then. . . . Besides,
Ntaka’s probably already dead. Been dead for years.”

“Oh. I guess.” She pouted, her eyes growing dim and
moist. “Damn, I wish ... I wish.”

“Branduin, you haven’t joined us yet tonight. It is our last
together.” Harkané appeared beside her, lean dark face
smiling in a cloud-mass of blued white hair. She sat down

with her drink. _a
2.

I -
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e soon.” Clouded eyes glanced up, away.
:I‘Al},co:;;e sadness of parting keeps you apart? T know.”
ka;lé nodded. “We've been together so long; it’s hard, to
e another family.” She regarded Maris. “And a good bar-
igf::ler must share everyone’s SOITOWS, Yes, So_Idier—"? But
bury his own. Oh—they would like some more drmks-_— .

Sensing dismissal, he moved aside; with long-practiced skill
he became blind and deaf, pouring wine..

“Brandy, you are so unhappy—don’t you want to go on
this other voyage?”

“Yes, ] do—! But ...” .

“But you don’t. It is always so when there is choice. Some-
times we make the right choice, and though we’re afraid we
go on with it anyway. And sometimes we make the wrong
choice, and go on with it anyway because we're afraid not to.
Have you changed your mind?”

“But I can’t change—"

“Why not? We will leave them a message. They will go on
and pick up their second compatible.”

“Is it really that easy?”

“No ... not quite. But we can do it, if you want to stay.”

Silence stretched; Maris sent a tray away, began to wipe
glasses, fumbled.

“But I should.”

“Brandy. If you go only out of obligation, T will tell you
something. I want to retire. I was going to resign this trip, at
Sanalareta; but if I do that, Mactav will need a new Best

Friend. She’s getting old and cantankerous, just like me; these
past few years her behavior has begun to show the strain she
is under. She must have someone who can feel her needs. I
was going to ask you, I think you understand her best; but I
thought you wanted this other thing more. If not, I ask you
now to become the new Best Friend of the Who Got Her.”

“But Harkané, you’re not old—"

“] am eighty-six. I'm too old for the sporting life anymore;
1 will become a Mactav; I've been lucky, I have an oppor-
tunity.”

“'I}‘Len . . . yes—I do want to stay! I accept the position.”

In spite of himself Maris looked up, saw her face shining
with joy and release. “Brandy—7?"

“Maris, I'm not going!™

] know!” He laughed, joined them.

“Soldier.” He looked up, dark met dark, Harkané’s eyes
that saw more than surfaces. “This will be the last time that I
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“And what's Dew. with you?” Elsah gasped, and ecstatic
jaughter purst over him. i
<hook his head, hands up, laughing too. “—go prema-

92 First round on the house; only one at a time,

d strands of green-tinged waist-length hair
very green eyes. “Sorry, Soldier. We've just
said it all to each other, over and over. And gee, wWe haven’t
seen you for four gearsl"_ Her belt tossed blue-green sparks

against her green quil i |
«Four years? Seems more like thirty-seven.” And they

laughed again, appreciating, because it was true. “Welcome
back to the Tin Soldier. What’s your pleasure?” . .
«“why you of course, me darlin’,” said black-haired Brigit,
and she winked. I

His smile barely caught on a sharp edge; he wmked_ back.
“Just the drinks are on the house, lass.” The smile widened
and came unstuck.

More giggles. I
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“Their Mactav had a nervous breakdown on landing at
Sanalareta. Branduin died, the poet, the one who wrote—"

Splinters and froth exploded on the agate bar and slob.
bered over the edge, tinkle, crash.

Stunned blank faces turned to see Soldier, hands moving
ineffectually in a puddle of red-flecked foam. He began to
brush it off onto the floor, looking like a stricken adolescent,
“Sorry . . . sorry about that.”

“Ach, Soldier, you really blew it!”

“Got a mop? Here, we’ll help you clean it up . . . hey,
you’re bleeding—?" Brigit and Ling-shan were piling chunks
of pitcher onto the bar. -

Soldier shook his head, fumbling a towel around the one
wrist that bled. “No . . . no, thanks, leave it, huh? I'll get
you another pitcher . . . it doesn’t matter. Go on!” They
looked at him. “I’ll send you a pitcher; thanks.” He smiled.

They left, the smile stopped. Fill the pitcher. He filled a
pitcher, his hand smarting. Clean up, damn it. He cleaned up,
wiping off disaster while the floor absorbed and fangs of
glass disappeared under the bar. As the agate bartop dried he
saw the white-edged shatter flower, tendrils of hairline crack
shooting out a hand-breadth on every side. He began to track
them with a rigid finger, counting softly. . . . She loved me,
she loved me not, she loved me—

“Two cepheids and a wine, Soldier!”

“Soldier, come hear what we saw on Chrysalis if you're
through!”

He nodded and poured, blinking hard. Goddamn sweet-
smoke in here . . . goddamn everything! Elsah was going out
the door with a boy in tight green pants and a starmap-tat-
tooed body. He stared them into fluorescent blur. And remem-
bered Brandy going out the door too many times. ...

“Hey, Sol-dier, what are you doing?”

He blinked himself back.

“Come sit with us?”

He crossed the room to the nearest bulky table and the re-
maining crew of the Dirty Old Man—<428.

“How's your hand?” Vlasa soothed it with a dark, ringed
finger.

“It only hurts when I laugh.”

“You really are screwed up!” Ling-shan’s smile wrinkled.
“Oh, Soldier, why look so glum?” .

“I chipped my bar.”
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«Ohhh . . . nothing but bad news tonight. Make him
laugh, somebody, we can’t go on like this!™

«Tell him the joke you heard on Chrysalis—"

«__from the boy with a cat’s-eye in his navel? Oh. Well, it

seems there was . ..
His fingers moved reluctantly up the laces of his patchwork

shirt and began to untangle the thumb-sized star trapped near
his throat. He set it free; his hand tightened across the stubby
spines, feeling only dull pressure. Pain registered from some-
where else.

“__*Oh, they fired the pickle slicer too!’ ™

He looked up into laughter.

“It’s a tech-one joke, Soldier,” Ling-Shan said helpfully.

“Oh . . . I see.” He laughed, blindly.

“Soldier, we took pictures of our black hole!” Vlasa pulled
at his arm. “From a respectable distance, but it was bi-
zarre—"

“Holograms—" somebody interrupted.

“And you should see the effects!” Brigit said. “When you
look into them you feel like your eyes are being—"

“Soldier, another round, please?”

“Excuse me.” He pushed back his chair. “Later?”” Think-
ing, God won’t this night ever end?

His hand closed the lock on the pitted tavern door at last;
his woven sandal skidded as he stepped into the street. Two
slim figures, one all in sea-blue, passed him and red hair
flamed; he recognized Marena, intent and content arm in arm
with a gaudy, laughing Tail. Their hands were in each other’s
back pockets. They were going uphill; he turned down, tread-
ing carefully on the time- and fog-slicked cobbles. He limped
slightly. Moist wraiths of sea fog twined the curving streets,

ing the street lights into dark angels under fluorescing
haloes. Bright droplets formed in his hair as he walked. His
footsteps scratched to dim echoes; the laughter faded, leav-

ing him alone with memory.

The presence of dawn took him by surprise, as a hand
brushed his shoulder.

“Sojer, *tis You?n

Soldier looked up fiercely into a gray-bristled face.

«wyall right? What’ree doin’ down here at dawn, 1ad?”

He recognized old Makerrah the fisherman, finally. Lately
jt amused the old man to call him “lad.”

-~
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“Nothin’ . . . nothin’.” He pulled away from the brine-
warped rail. The sun was rising beyond the mountains, the
edge of fog caught the colors of fire and was burned away. It
would be a hot day. “G’bye, ol’ man.” He began to walk.

“Y’sure y're all right?”*

Alone again he sat with one foot hanging, feeling the suck
and swell of water far below the pier. AIl right . . . ? When
had he ever been all right? And tried to remember into the
time before he had known her, and could find no answer.

There had never been an answer for him on his own
world, on Glatte; never even a place for him. Glatte, with a
four-point-five technology, and a neo-feudal society, where
the competition for that technology was a cultural rationale
for war. All his life he had seen his people butchered and
butchering, blindly, trapped by senseless superstition. And
hated it, but could not escape the bitter ties that led him to
his destruction. Fragments of that former life were all that
remained now, after two centuries, still clinging to the fact of
his alienness. He remembered the taste of fresh-fallen snow
. . . remembered the taste of blood. And the memory filled
him of how it felt to be nineteen, and hating war, and blown
to pieces . . . to find yourself suddenly half-prosthetic, with
the pieces that were gone still hurting in your mind; and your
stepfather’s voice, with something that was not pride, saying
you were finally a real man. . . . Soldier held his breath un-

aware. His name was Maris, consecrated to war; and when at
last he understood why, he left Glatte forever.

He paid all he had to the notorious spacer women; was
carried in stasis between the stars, like so much baggage. He
wakened to Oro, tech one-point-five, no wars and almost no
people. And found out that now to the rest of humanity he
was no longer quite human. But he had stayed on Oro for
ninety-six years, aging only five, alone. Ninety-six years; a
jumble of whiteness climbing a hill, constant New Piraeus; a
jumble of faces in dim blue lantern light, patterning a new life.
A pattern endlessly repeated, his smile welcoming, welcoming
with the patience of the damned, all the old/new faces that
needed him but never wanted him, while he wanted and
needed them all. And then she had come to Oro, and after
ninety-six years the pattern was broken. Damned Tin Soldier
fell in love, after too many years of knowing better, with a
ballerina who danced between the stars.

He pressed his face abruptly against the rail, pain flickered,

God, still real; thought it all turned to plasm
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damn. . . . And shut out three times twenty-five more years
of pattern, of everyone else’s nights and cold, solitary morn-
ings trying to find her face. Ninety-one hundred days to carry
the ache of returned life, until she would come again, and—

“See? That’s our ship. The third one in line.”

Soldier listened, unwillingly. A spacer in lavender stood
with her Tail where the dock angled to the right, pointing out
across the bay.

o 't we go see it?” Blue glass glittered in mesh across
the boy’s back as he draped himself over the rail.

“Certainly not. Men aren’t allowed on ships; if’s against
regulations. And anyway—I'd rather stay here.” She drew
him into the corner; amethyst and opal wrapped her neck in
light. They began to kiss, hands wandering.

Soldier got up slowly and left them, still entwined, to pri-
vacy. The sun was climbing toward noon; above him as he
walked, the skyline of New Piraeus wavered in the hazed and
heated air. His eyes moved up and back toward the forty-
story skeleton of the Universal Bank under construction,
dropped to the warehouses, the docks, his atrophying ancient
lower city. Insistent through the cry of sea birds he could
hear the hungry whining of heavy machinery, the belly of a
changing world. And still I triumph over Death, and Chance,
and thee, O Time—

“But I can’t stand it.” His hands tightened on wood. “I
stood it for ninety-six years; on the shelf.” Dolefully thc_ sea
birds mocked him, creaking in the gray-green twilight,
now,now— Wind probed the openings of his shirt like the
cold fingers of sorrow. Was dead, for ninety-six years before
she came.

For hours along the rail he had watched the ships in the
bay; while he watched, a new ship had come slipping down,
like the sun’s tear. Now they grew bright as the day ended,
setting a bracelet on the black water. Stiffness made him lurch
as he turned away, to artificial stars clustered on the wall of

t.
”i%homg on the past, he climbed the worn streets, where
the old patterns of a new night reached him only vaguely,
and his eyes found nothing that he remembered anymore.
Until he reached the time-eaten door, the thick, peeling mud-
brick wall beneath the neon sign. His hand fondled the slip-

. lock, as it had for two hundred years. TIN SOLDIER . . .
| £ ‘..
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loved a ballerina. His hand slammed against the lock. No—
this bar is closed tonight.

The door slid open at his touch; Soldier entered his quiet
house. And stopped, hearing the hollow mutter of the empty
night, and found himself alone for the rest of his life.

He moved through the rooms by starlight, touching noth-
ing, until he came to the bedroom door. Opened it, the cold
latch burning his hand. And saw her there, lying asleep under
the silver robe of the Pleiades. Slowly he closed the door,
waited, opened it once more and filled the room with light.

She sat up, blinking, a fist against her eyes and hair falling
ash-golden to her waist. She wore a long soft dress of muted
flowers, blue and green and earth tones. “Maris? I didn’t hear
you, I guess I went to sleep.”

He crossed the room, fell onto the bed beside her,
caressing her, covering her face with kisses. “They said you
were dead . .. all day I thought—"

“I am.” Her voice was dull, her eyes dark-ringed with fa-

e.
“ND-"

“I am. To them I am. I’'m not a spacer anymore; space is
closed to me forever. That’s what it means to be ‘dead.’” To
lose your life. . . . Mactav—went crazy. I never thought
we’d even get to port. I was hurt badly, in the accident.” Fin-
gers twined loops in her hair, pulled—

“But you're all right.”

She shook her head. “No.” She held out her hand, uptur-
ned; he took it, curled its fingers into his own, flesh over
flesh, warm and supple. “It’s plastic, Maris.”

He turned the hand over, stroked it, folded the long limber
fingers. “It can’t be—" -

“It's numb. I barely feel you at all. They tell me I may live
for hundreds of years.” Her hand tightened into a fist. “And 1
am a whole woman, but they forbid me to go into space
again! I can’t be crew, I can’t be a Mactav, I can only be
baggage. And—I can’t even say it’s unfair. . . » Hot tears
burned her face. “I didn’t know what to do, I didn’t know—if
I should come. If you’d want a . . . ballerina who’d been
in fire.”

“¥You even wondered?” He held her close again, rested her
head on his shoulder, to hide his own face grown wet.

A noise of pain twisted in her throat, her arms tightened,
“nhl Mmh HelP me , ., please, help me, help me. ...,
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He rocked her silently, gently, until her sobbing eased, as
he had rocked a homesick teenager a hundred years before.

“How will I live . . . on one world for centuries, always
remembering. How do you bear it?”

“By learning what really matters. . . . Worlds are not so
small. We'll go to other worlds if you want—we could see
Home. You’d be surprised how much credit you build up
over two hundred years.” He kissed her swollen eyes, her
reddened cheeks, her lips. “And maybe in time the rules will
change.”

She shook her head, bruised with loss. “Oh, my Maris, my
wise love—love me, tie me to the earth.”
He took her prosthetic hand, kissed the soft palm and fin-

gers. And make it well . . . And knowing that it would never
be easy, reached to dim the lights.



