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“I met a traveller from an antique land...”

“...in cavalry actions they frequently leap from their 

horses and fight on foot...nor, according to their practice, is any 

thing regarded as more unseemly, or more unmanly, than to 

use housings...They on no account permit wine to be imported 

to them...”

The pages of the open volume of Caesar’s Commentaries 

rustled in a draft that made its way under the flap of the tent. 

Even in his sleep David could hear the words marching like 

legions.

“...and thus on one side of Tolosa the lands are 

said...they border on the Parisians, whose state was large and 

flourishing, considering the condition of the Goths...are 

accustomed to the manners of the Gauls...Though the Tolosans, 

after making the attempt frequently...”

That was wrong. That was very wrong. The jarring note 

stirred David almost to wakefulness before he subsided back 

into sleep.

And then he heard it again, completely this time.

“They esteem it their greatest praise as a nation, that the 

lands about their territories lie unoccupied to a very great 

extent, inasmuch as they think that by this circumstance is 

indicated, that a great number of nations can not withstand 

their power; and thus on one side of Tolosa the lands are said 



to lie desolate for about six hundred miles. On the other side 

they border on the Parisians, whose state was large and 

flourishing, considering the condition of the Goths, and who 

are somewhat more refined than those of the same race and the 

rest of the Goths, and that because they border on the Rhine, 

and are much resorted to by merchants, and are accustomed to 

the manners of the Gauls, by reason of their proximity to them. 

Though the Tolosans, after making the attempt frequently and 

in several wars, could not expel this nation from their 

territories, on account of the extent and population of their 

state, yet they made them tributaries, and rendered them less 

distinguished and powerful.”

This time David woke and sat bolt upright in his cot. 

With one hand he reached out and turned up the flame of the 

lantern, while with the other he paged quickly through the 

open book. It took him only a few seconds to find the passage. 

He hardly needed to in the first place, since he had known the 

book intimately since he was a boy. And yet when he did there 

was no doubt about it. What he had heard in his dream was 

completely wrong.

He shook his head. His mind might have been playing 

tricks on him, but that would be an awfully subtle trick. 

Besides, the intonation had not been right either. Those five 

words had not only been entirely different, but they had been 

different with a compelling emphasis.

At last he gave up pondering the problem and relaxed 

into a dreamless but tense sleep.

* * * * *

The ridiculously inhospitable climate of the Andean 

uplands is no place for men unless they are driven there by 

some strong motivation.  Desperation and greed have always 

been the most common spurs to migration in that part of the 

world.  Nothing else is quite powerful enough.  The first 
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dwellers fled before the Incas, the Incas fled before the Spanish, 

and the Spanish had pushed on to rend the ground and sift it.  

And then the world changed and they all fled back again from 

the isolation, leaving the crags undisturbed and tenantless 

again in the pale air.

The site where David and his team of Investigators had 

camped had, once upon a time, been one of the rare portals that 

opened into this world.  A single runway and a small hangar 

occupied the only level piece of ground for dozens of miles.  

These, with one or two administration buildings, had once 

formed a small patrol station for a vanished state.  As it had 

turned out, more exploration work and surveys had been 

flown out of the strip than military missions, but none of the 

three had been exactly common.  Ever since the buildings had 

first been deserted they had lacked any visitors save for the 

occasional llama.  And that even the llamas were not so very 

fond of the place was shown by the size of the communal pile 

collected at one end of the old runway.  It was an utterly 

uninteresting place, except for the fact that once upon a time an 

aircraft had flown out of the north and been placed in the 

hangar before the site was abandoned.

So far as they knew, this aircraft was the sole survivor 

of its type.  The others, of which there were never many, had 

vanished into smelters, museums, and souvenir bins long ago.  

But somehow a single example had ended up locked in a 

mountain hanger thousands of miles from home.  One theory 

proposed that a neo-Nazi defector had seized it and flown to 

join his co-religionists in the south.  Another school of thought, 

pointing out the difficulty of obtaining fuel stocks on such a 

trip and the special design of the aircraft itself, supported the 

idea of an officially sanctioned mission, perhaps a dispatch run 

or a spy flight.  At the moment, though, the stories and theories 

could wait.  The job of the Investigators was to retrieve the 

entire aircraft for preservation, not to speculate about its 

heritage.  That would come later.
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Salvaging an ancient airplane is never an easy task.  

Corrosion attacks them rapidly.  Rubber decays.  Gears and 

bearings freeze.  Electronics cease to function.  After a very 

short time has elapsed, by historical standards, they become 

frozen in place, unable to move an inch under their own power 

without extensive repairs.  Usually the only solution is 

disassembly, followed by reconstruction elsewhere after the 

smaller component pieces have been packed out.  While the 

cool, dry highland air would likely have preserved this 

particular aircraft intact, giving the Investigators a significant 

advantage, the remoteness of the location worked against them 

as well.  The problem was compounded still further by the 

aircraft itself.  Even in its day detailed information about its 

construction was only sparsely available.  With no plans to go 

on, and the materials and nature of its construction being 

unknown quantities, the team was unwilling to risk damaging 

it by disassembly.  They would have to review its condition, 

extract it from the hangar, and then wait for the dispatch of a 

full-size airship to lift it out as a single piece.  A trifle difficult, 

yes, but not impossible.  And very entertaining while it was 

going on.

That is, it would have been if David had been less 

distracted by the parody of Caesar’s words that his mind had 

been replaying all morning.  That substitution had not merely 

been strange.  It had been disturbing in some undefinable way.

He pushed the thought from his mind as the first torch 

ignited in a soft puff of blue flame, burning longer than usual 

in the thin air.  A series of test borings had shown that nothing 

lay in its path inside the hangar.  Though ordinarily they 

would simply have used a laser to slice through the thin metal 

siding, the team wanted to avoid any risk of damaging the 

aircraft inside with stray beams.   When dealing with an item 

that is the only one in existence, it never hurts to be too careful.

Pry bars were inserted around the edge of the cut as the 

torch slowly went round, carving out a rough door.  When the 
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last sliver of metal fell away, the sheet was tipped backwards 

and set off to one side, next to the opening.  No point in being 

unduly messy or leaving things lie around.  David checked the 

lamps--the Investigators preferred oil in situations such as this 

due to the mobility advantages that portable fuel had over 

portable electric plants--and the reflectors.  As the ancient 

Egyptians had done in tomb construction, they would use 

mirrors to light the entire interior of the hangar once they had 

some idea of its layout.  The sun gave unlimited free light.  

Why waste it?

Nevertheless, as he stepped through the cut, he noticed 

right away that the mirrors and lamps would not be absolutely 

necessary in this case.  Though the hangar had been well 

preserved by the lack of weather, time had caused occasional 

pinpricks in the sides, and the roof had originally included 

transparent panels.  In one or two places these fasteners had 

failed completely, letting in the light undiluted.  The interior 

was dim, but not dark.  Each object stood out with increased 

clarity as the salvors’ eyes adjusted from the unfiltered 

brightness outside.

And there it was.  Presumably.  The general effect was 

that of a bunch of wedges or arrowheads stuck together with a 

certain amount of symmetry, or possibly a pyramid that had 

budded.  Slow temperature changes, a lack of moisture, and 

little air movement had yielded all the advantages David had 

expected and more.  The aircraft still stood on its original 

undercarriage.  A few spots beneath the airframe marked 

where fluids had leaked out at some point and evaporated.  

The cockpit windows had faded somewhat but not unduly so.  

Its skin remained unmarked by corrosion or pitting due to the 

covering panels.  The dinosaurs had died, but their flesh had 

been transformed by man and in some cases would now live 

forever.

Unlike the archaeologists of former times, the 

Investigators had little reverence for the objects they handled.  
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History was no longer something paid lip service and 

otherwise ignored.  It was the core of their lives and their 

culture.  Respect for the past and its symbols came to them so 

automatically that no one felt inclined to play Regan or Goneril 

with ecstatic phraseology.  Instead, they regarded new finds 

with the consciousness that one day someone would look upon 

their leftovers with the same feeling of detachment and even 

amusement.  Life and history were both never-ending jests.

The aircraft before them was not likely to inspire 

reverence in any case.  One of the team broke the initial silence 

of appraisal with a remark about it resembling a cubist walrus 

from the front, which his fellows immediately followed up:

“Well, they had this theory about angles...”

“They had lots of theories about angles in warfare.  

None of which really worked out well for them, you’ll 

remember.”

“Hey, simple minds like simple imagery.”

“Trust a simple mind to achieve invisibility by building 

something the size of a house and painting it black.”

“They must have learned something from the 

experience.  Their future efforts wound up being painted dark 

gray, so clearly there was some notion of progress involved.”

“Oh, come now, that’s not fair!  I would characterize 

later models as being more of a medium gray. They even 

changed the shape!”

“Different paint job, different shape--the only thing that 

was the same about their later efforts was that those were 

failures too.”

“Such is the life of a mathematician.  You spend all your 

days making painstaking calculations to get the same answer, 

which you’ll never know is wrong anyway.”

“Must be nice to always be right.”

“Well look where it got this fellow.  A superior 

specimen of a superior people in a superior airplane, and he 

ends up in a vanished corner of the world slowly petrifying.”
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“Even a pilot with all those things against him wouldn’t 

be foolish enough to sit in the damn airplane and wait to turn 

into a Peruvian mummy.  Or would he?”

“We could always look, you know...”

“But why bother?  Speculation is so much more fun.”

While this exchange had been taking place the team had 

begun handing in reflectors from outside and arranging them 

at the correct intervals around the aircraft.  The system filled 

most of the hangar and left them little room to maneuver, but 

as they were not planning on breaking the plane into pieces, 

there was enough space.  The main purpose of the lighting, in 

fact, was not to illuminate the aircraft at all.  A few photos of 

that would be ample for their present needs.  It was mainly 

intended to illuminate the inside of the hangar doors so they 

could get those opened.  Once those were operable again, the 

auxiliary reflectors would be removed completely.  David had 

already considered the situation and determined that the best 

way of proceeding would involve building a light cradle 

underneath the aircraft.  Its flat underside would simplify the 

process considerably.  This cradle could then be wheeled out to 

the runway with the aircraft on top and either winched beneath 

a large cargo ship or rolled into the cargo compartment if the 

weather was good enough for the ship to set down.

The electric mechanism for the hangar doors turned out 

to be frozen in place, of course.  However, a search also showed 

that no one had bothered to bar, block, or jam them, either.  The 

last tenants had simply closed up shop and left.  A generous 

helping of oil and a block and tackle later, the team had the 

doors opened and the nose of the strange craft once again 

pointed out over the tops of the mountains.

It was at this juncture that their work was interrupted 

by the drone of propellers in the distance.  When they had been 

dropped off the previous morning there had been no intention 

of having the support plane return for several days at least, not 

until they had inspected the site and the aircraft and made 
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definite plans for the salvage.  Of course, it was highly unlikely 

that anyone else would be flying around the Andes Mountains 

just for the fun of it, and a spyglass immediately confirmed that 

the speck in the distance was their support ship after all.  The 

Investigators lost all interest in the dead plane in their curiosity 

regarding the live one and gathered around the hangar 

entrance to watch its approach.

The DC-3 touched down in the middle of the old 

runway instead of at the far end and headed straight for the 

hangar, taxing right up to it before coming to a stop.  The rear 

door opened and disgorged a pilot who sprinted across to 

them.

“Sorry to break up the party, but we just got 

instructions to bring you back to base camp and then put you 

on a plane home,” he shouted to David over the noise of the 

engines.

“Now?  In the middle of the project?  What for?” David 

yelled back.

The pilot shrugged.  “The Commander said it was too 

complicated to go into on the radio.  They’re sending a jet 

though.”

Pulling a Lead Investigator off in the middle of a project 

to move him to another one was not entirely unusual, but 

picking a project this remote and displaying such urgency was.  

At any rate there was no chance of finding out until the 

Commander chose to explain.  David nodded, then turned 

around and began to jog in the direction of his tent to gather 

his gear together.

And as he did the refrain from his dreams suddenly 

echoed in his head again. “And thus on one side of Tolosa the 

lands are said to lie desolate for about six hundred miles.”
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2
“Magic is a matter of symbolism and intent.”

The skiff tacked abruptly and heeled over before the 

afternoon breeze.  David steadied himself and looked out 

across the narrow strip of the Pacific that still separated him 

from the shore.

Taiohae Bay was dotted with ships passing to and from 

the seat of the Commandery’s power.  Close to the shore the 

great hulls of the flying boats nestled at their moorings, 

sheltered from the wind in the smoother waters from which 

they departed more or less regularly to carry on commerce 

with four continents.  The outer portions of the bay were filled 

with the Piilani boats.  These small schooners and ketches had 

taken over the vast majority of regional trade for the past 

century.  They were built to a consistent design: long 

overhangs, broad beams, shallow drafts, full keels, and tightly 

concentrated ballast, all of which gave them the ability to carry 

the largest possible cargos for their size and carry them fast.  

Every man for thousands of miles would likely sail aboard one 

during his life.  They were the workhorses of the confederation, 

and the name of the king who won fame as a builder of roads 

had been well chosen for the class.  Still farther out a few great 

ships had anchored, true rarities in the new age of the small 

and nimble.  Nevertheless, as the dragon flag floating from the 

masts of two of them showed, the few remaining continental 
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powers could still find profitable uses for them.  Not that the 

Marquesas wouldn’t benefit by their presence, too; large ships 

were their main source for obtaining locally rare hydrocarbons.  

Between the larger craft and the shore skiffs of all sizes and 

colors ran back and forth constantly.  Piers were in short 

supply and the activity was constant.  Yet, David noticed as he 

stepped ashore, the rush was not so great that it prevented a 

group of laughing children from diving off the end of the pier 

into the water, dodging between the loading operations to 

climb back up for another turn, and making it all a great game.  

Time had been arrested, reversed, and revised in Nuku Hiva as 

nowhere else on earth.

Arrivals at Taiohae, new or old, inevitably found their 

eyes drawn to a bronze sculpture just past the beach, before the 

buildings of the town began to crowd together.  By request, the 

sculptor had never bothered to name it.  Popular titles for the 

work had included “The Expulsion of the Parisians from 

France,” “The Dying Gauls,” or even less respectfully, the 

simple epithet of “Frogs.”  The finished sculpture depicted a 

gaggle of several disheveled officials clutching at various 

personal and government property while retreating from the 

town, a reference to the time when the First Commander seized 

the entire island chain in a bold stroke and immediately evicted 

its previous rulers.  Each figure wore an expression of disgust, 

defiance, outrage, and confusion admirably blended on its face.  

But then the French had always been masters of just such an 

expression.  Life gave them so many opportunities to practice 

it.  One of the sculpted forms clutched a crumpled tricolor to 

his chest as if he could breathe new life into its vanished 

dominion.  A hopeless task, of course.  The Commander had 

waved aside the ghost of the Earth’s first nation-state and never 

looked back.  In a final stroke of irony, the inscription around 

the base of the grouping read “A piece about Honneur and 

Patier, which would have been uncommon edifying, I dare say, 

if we could have understood it all.”
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As David made his way into the village, his mountain 

khakis contrasting with the colorful pareos or total nudity of 

the other members of the crowd, his eye fell on a former 

classmate of his standing expectantly by one of the fountains 

with a couple of horses.  Luis had preferred staying at home 

and managing the Investigators’ projects and operations to 

active fieldwork.  Given his semi-photographic memory and 

ability to collate dozens of sources at once, it was probably a 

wise choice.

“What news?” David called out as he approached Luis.

“You haven’t heard at all?  Then it’s best they explain it 

to you in full.”  He shook his head.  “We cover a lot of ground 

but this changes everything.”

“I’ve been hearing similar predictions all the way across 

thousands of miles of mountains and oceans,” David 

grumbled.  “I am growing peckish for facts.  I may devour 

some of your dusty clay tablets in a quest for something fresh.”

Luis merely grinned at him.  “In another hour or two 

you’ll have all the facts you could want, trust me.  And ample 

speculation to season them.”  With that, he passed the reins of 

one horse to David and vaulted on to the back of the other.  

Marquesans did not ride with saddles.  Touching it with his 

heel, he broke into a canter, with David following behind him 

as the harbor receded in the distance.  The road they took 

wound gradually up the sides of the Taiohae valley on an 

increasingly steep grade until the pace of the horses quickened 

and they broke out onto the Tovii plateau.

Of all the achievements of the First Commander, Tovii 

was unquestionably his most visually astonishing.  Many of his 

other works could only be appreciated on paper or in the 

abstract.  Tovii could be seen, smelled, walked in, touched.  

Once it had been nothing but rolling pastures interspersed with 

pine groves.  Now it was a park, a mastery of intelligence and 

taste that fed and clothed men as well as ministering to their 

more important needs.  The original lines of the cliffs had been 
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softened and the plateau’s contours smoothed out somewhat.  

Green foliage alternated with silver canals and ponds that 

eventually poured their contents out over the edge of the 

plateau in a score of cascades and falls.  And seated at the 

center of this landscape was the great library, the reason that all 

the massive efforts of reshaping had been undertaken in the 

first place.

There had never been a repository of information in 

history to match the library at Tovii.  The British Museum had 

been venerable.  The Library of Congress had been ornate and 

famous.  The Kremlin collections had been impressively large.  

The Bibliotheque Nationale had had an atmosphere.  Nothing 

but Alexandria of old, however, could be compared to Tovii in 

the scope of knowledge which it preserved, and even 

Alexandria’s renown paled before the measures of preservation 

which had been first developed and implemented at Tovii.

The library itself was neither vast in size nor excessively 

ornamental, but it was breathtaking all the same.  It took the 

form of a perfect hollow square of white marble, colonnaded 

within and without with squared rather than circular pillars.  

The architects had drawn unashamedly on Hatshepsut’s 

temple at Deir-el-Bahri for inspiration.  While the proportions 

suggested a building of several floors, the library contained 

only a single floor, installed on a massive pedestal and covered 

by an equally massive roof.  Every wall, every shelf, every 

fixture of the interior was stone, bronze, or some other 

impervious substance.  The building blocks themselves were 

pinned together with molten metal just as the Parthenon had 

been.  It gave no space to reading rooms or exhibits or storage.  

All was collections.  Tovii was created and maintained for the 

sole purpose of preserving the knowledge it housed for the 

human race for thousands of years, if possible.  All knowledge 

is eventually lost, to be replaced or rediscovered, but it was the 

goal of the Commandery to protect what could be saved for as 

long as their ingenuity would allow.
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The exterior of the square was paved with the same 

white marble of which the building was constructed for a 

thickness of several feet, a protective barrier to hold back future 

growth from the library’s walls even should it be abandoned 

for extended periods.  Likewise, the interior of the square was 

paved in the same manner, but here it had a single ornament.  

At the center of the courtyard rose an exact duplicate of the 

Luxor Obelisk.  Instead of being a monolith carved from stone, 

this obelisk had been cast where it stood as a solid piece of 

bronze, and then encased in a second cast of pure gold, which 

had been polished mirror smooth afterwards.  With the sun 

high in the sky it took on the appearance of a lance of light 

whose flight had been forever arrested.  The First Commander 

had named it the Shaft of Eros.

Stately as its appearance was, the real wonders of the 

Tovii library lay beneath the surface.  Here in vaults cut out of 

the living rock rested duplicate copies of every item contained 

in the main building above, and many others as well.  Each 

vault was an independent structure cast in place from titanium, 

sealed hermetically with hatches, and immune to heat, 

pressure, and decay.  Radioactive isotopes had been embedded 

in each to provide a locator mechanism for future generations 

in case some accident should bury the vaults for a while.  

Further passageways hid an even more massive achievement.  

A complete history of the world, in multiple languages, had 

been engraved in deep letters on basalt slabs.  The letters were 

then inlaid with gold and the slabs erected in an extensive set 

of passageways beneath the library.  It was a preservation of 

knowledge that could speak across time and culture and race.

At the first glance the library seemed to stand alone on 

the plateau, the view uninterrupted by any other structure.  In 

reality a number of other structures were hidden here and 

there among the trees, grouped in cloisters like the outworks of 

a cathedral.  Some were vaults as secure as those of the library 

itself, in which reposed the powerful Babbage engines that 
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backed up the fragile semiconductors whose continued 

existence was so uncertain.  Others were workshops where 

librarians and printers worked to spread knowledge as well as 

preserving it.  At Tovii the first books intended for permanent 

preservation had been printed.  These were generally produced 

as scrolls of a thin but impervious cloth woven from asbestos, 

on which words were printed using an ink that bound 

chemically with the cloth and could not be erased.  Encased in 

bronze or pewter tubes, such books were far more difficult to 

destroy than paper ones, and the library strove to export as 

many as possible every year.  These buildings also housed the 

fragile machinery for manufacturing semiconductors.  Nuku 

Hiva was one of the few places on earth to still produce them.

Beneath the library complex, too, lay the entrance to the 

treasury of the Commandery.  It held a hundred million aureii 

in gold and silver, the basis for the economy of the entire 

region and to a lesser extent for that of the entire southern 

world.  No fiat currency of the small kingdoms that made up 

the Confederation could have gained acceptance.  No amount 

of barter could have allowed inter-island and international 

trade to flourish.  The massive collection of bullion assembled 

by successive Commanders had managed to achieve both 

results, however.  The aureus and the libertad, or their 

equivalents, now dominated banking in the more advanced 

half of the globe, to the general satisfaction of everyone 

concerned.

An outsider would no doubt have been shocked, and an 

enemy thrilled, to discover that the entrance to the vaults 

where all this was stored were routinely unguarded.  That 

astonishment would have lessened considerably when they 

realized that the exact position of the vaults was unknown even 

to the librarians, the First Commander having altered the plans 

subtly at intervals, thrown out blind excavations, and switched 

construction teams frequently.  Labyrinths had been 

deliberately included in the designs.  The central vault itself lay 
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under a column of water that could only be drained off slowly, 

while half of the other passages could also be flooded if 

necessary.  As if that had not been enough, the passages were 

traps: narrow, sloping downward slightly away from the 

entrances, and devoid of elevators.  What need for guards 

when it was almost physically impossible to find the vaults in 

the first place or to retrieve bullion from them if you eventually 

did?  The whole system was a symbol of the triumph of 

intellectual force over physical force.  That symbol had never 

been challenged.

Instead of going to the library, though, the riders 

bypassed the plateau altogether and continued on the road as it 

led up the side of the mountain.  Here were still further 

improvements that had gone far towards making one of the 

world’s loneliest groups of islands into its modern intellectual 

center.  Across the ridges of the mountains, sometimes half 

buried in the low clouds, sometimes flashing in the afternoon 

sun, marched rows of gleaming aluminium shafts, while the 

trade winds spun the wide fans of the turbines atop them.  The 

dull whites and grays of a previous century had long been 

given up for the natural metal, resilient, efficient, and far more 

at home in its surroundings by virtue of being able to blend or 

stand out attractively.  The earth had finally taken its revenge 

and deprived men of much of their ability to poison the 

environment.  Such shafts and turbines were now 

commonplace everywhere except for the last holdouts of 

statehood.

Interspersed with the turbines were pyramids of dark 

glass that looked almost like outcroppings of the volcanic rock.  

These were desalinators of a kind never envisioned by the 

inefficient centuries that had passed.  Beneath each pyramid 

was a vertical shaft descending straight down for thousands of 

feet to an underground watercourse.  This lay open to the 

ocean at a point well below sea level and supplied an unlimited 

amount of salt water to the desalinators with no potential for 
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clogging.  Each shaft and pyramid was separately pressurized 

at half of normal atmospheric pressure.  Combined with the 

constant high temperatures in a sealed, unvented area, water 

nearly flashed into steam within the shafts, condensed on the 

insides of the pyramids, and then poured out into irrigation 

channels that fed streams all across the island.  Not every place 

within the tropics is naturally wet and the Marquesas had 

formerly been one of those.  The massive distillation systems 

had transformed the islands, and the entire Pacific 

Confederation, from subsistence fisheries to agricultural 

exporters.  Another of the First Commander’s designs, the 

ocean distillers had since become common in coastal areas 

around the world, and in combination with extensive 

aqueducts in some areas, had kept desertification from 

spreading as geographers had once prophesied would happen 

in the warmer climates.

Beneath the mountains, too, ran other additional 

tunnels, containing storerooms, archives, laboratories, 

workshops, reserves--places for everything under the sun.  

These lay deserted most of the time.  No one lived there 

although there were some islanders who delighted in exploring 

and even adding to the network.  Here, too, was what could be 

called the administrative center of the Confederation: a few 

meeting rooms, a few vaults and files, and the main council 

chamber, used for official functions and conferences.  It was the 

latter that David and Luis were cantering towards up the 

mountain’s incline.

This was the world of the Marquesans, a world of past 

and future with no present, a world of knowledge and 

scholarship and seeking.

* * * * *

The council chamber was cut out of the rock inside a 

mountain spur.  Nearly half its walls opened to the face of the 
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cliff in a single panoramic window that took in the horizon, the 

sea, and the whole scope of the island beneath it.  No bars or 

glass obstructed the view.  Through the opening drifted a faint 

scent of cloves from the orchards below.  Rich, muted blues 

and greens from Rajasthan flowed across the floor, giving the 

impression that the surface of the whole earth was spread out 

beneath its occupants.  The walls were inlaid in oiled koa wood 

above a bas-relief the width of the entire wall depicting the rise 

of the Confederation.  Instead of chairs there were divans and 

piles of cushions.  Each successive Commander had 

determined the future of the Marquesas, and later that of the 

whole Pacific Confederation, from this room.  Isolated from the 

world below, able to see the land for which they worked all 

their lives and the ocean that gave them life, the chamber was 

a place for the rulers of Oceania to reflect with prudence on 

their responsibilities.  Or, alternatively, it was a showpiece 

where they could relax and admire their achievements.

David reclined on a pile of cushions while regarding the 

two other men in the room expectantly.  The Commander, heir 

of the First Commander and the sometime arbiter of the 

destinies of half the southern world, looked back at him.

“As I am sure you have surmised, we needed you back 

for a purpose,” the Commander said.  The slight breeze coming 

in off the cliff rippled his silver hair now and again.  “We could 

have assigned another Investigator, but you know we prefer to 

assign one who knows the people involved when something 

happens in the present.”

“Besides,” snorted the other occupant--Captain 

Adherbal, the head of the Legion--“it will pull you even farther 

out of the past than your last project would have.  Or so we can 

hope.”

The Commander waved him down.  “You recall Jeremy 

Kaona and Peter Orsini?”

“Yes, of course,” David said.  They had been his closest 

friends for years, and his classmates growing up.  They had 
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also been lovers for as long as he could recall.  In the past few 

years he hadn’t seen very much of them, though, as they had 

continued in residence at the university on Nuku Hiva while 

he had gone out into the field as an Investigator.  “They are 

involved in this?”

“The simple answer is that they are the source of it.  I 

don’t know if they told you, but about two months ago they 

left for a visit to Europe.  Bruges, in Flanders, to be exact.”  A 

nod from David confirmed that he already had this piece of the 

puzzle.  “It crossed my mind that we might have to send 

someone to their rescue eventually--you know how they both 

tend to get caught up in their projects and each other, and the 

attitudes of the states towards our scholars--but I never 

anticipated what actually happened.  As we understand it, after 

the fatal event happened, about two weeks ago, they were 

kidnapped.  Either by agents of the county or by those of 

another local power.”

David opened his eyes at that.  He could almost hear 

Captain Adherbal growl uncomfortably in the background.  

Europe was no longer an especially safe place for travellers.  

Since the breakup of the nation-state system it had been 

reduced to a cluttering of fourteenth-century style 

principalities, kingdoms, free cities, republics, communes, and 

whatnot.  They continually formed alliances with and against 

one another.  The general condition was one of uneasiness 

sporadically breaking out in the form of brief, sharp wars, 

which never lasted very long due to fears that they could turn 

into regional wars which would ruin everybody’s day.  

Nevertheless, the scheming and backdoor politics of the region 

never ceased even in times of theoretical peace.  Their only 

unifying factor was a detestation of Marquesans, as the heirs to 

the anti-state systems that the First Commander had built up.  

He had looked forward to the demise of the nation-states and 

laughed when it came about.  He had fostered revolutionary 

ideas and perfected new weapons systems that defeated the 
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high technology the states had relied on.  He had shown how 

small, undemocratic states could prosper while large ones 

struggled under their demagogues.  And he had never ceased 

to promote the good of individuals and the human race over 

the good of nations and cultures.  He symbolized their 

downfall, and by extension the Marquesans--most of whom 

were by blood his descendants--did as well.  As a result they 

were not especially welcome in Europe.  Still, kidnapping was 

rather extreme even for a hostile European power, given the 

reach that the Marquesan Legion could develop if necessary.

David allowed the news to sink in for a moment.  “Is 

there a Frenchman over there who wants to start a war?”

“Nothing so simple, I’m afraid.  If it were only that, 

much as they dislike us, I doubt they ever would have moved 

in the matter.  This is a special case.  Not to be sensational 

about it, but it involves magic.”

“Magic.  As in the behavior of sacred chickens, 

intercourse with Satan and sparks coming out of the end of a 

stick?”

“It’s a rather long explanation,” the Commander said 

apologetically.  “I know your intellectual life generally takes 

place in the more distant past.  But you remember your 

unifying theory, of course.”

Grand Unifying Theory, or the theory of everything, as 

it was sometimes called, had been one of the earliest concepts 

suggested by the First Commander when he was still a young 

man.  He was cashiered for his attempts to outline it, but with 

the passage of time, it had gradually become accepted as the 

standard explanation for life, the universe, and everything.  It 

began with the simple postulate suggested by the first law of 

thermodynamics: Matter and energy can neither be created or 

destroyed, merely converted from one form to another.  The 

total amount in the universe remains the same.

However, unifying theory rejected the traditional 

second law of thermodynamics, which stated that the entire 

19



universe was trending towards a state of minimum kinetic, or 

useful, energy, and maximum potential energy.  Energy, 

according to unifying theory, was a condition entirely 

independent of matter, contradicting common descriptions of it 

as an attribute of matter.

This conception had derived from the second major 

idea which had contributed to unifying theory: namely, the 

older hypothesis of string theory.  String theory held that 

matter and energy at their simplest occurred not as point 

sources, but as one-dimensional lines that vibrated to create 

their effects.

The First Commander had taken from this the notion of 

lines as being the chief building blocks of the universe, but 

rejected the possibility of their having actual physical existence 

or making a physical contribution.  Instead, in unifying theory, 

the universe was held to be composed of intangible lines of 

potential.  They could be visualised as similar to lines of 

magnetic force in that they were places where nothing 

necessarily existed or happened, but where something could 

exist or happen.  Accordingly, unifying theory accounted for 

the universe as a three dimensional--or four dimensional, if 

time was included as a dimension--matrix of intersecting lines, 

with an infinite number of lines occurring in each dimensional 

plane.  Matter and energy did not have a discrete or separate 

existence in this system.  Rather, they occurred as point sources 

at the intersections of dimensional lines, and were created by 

the intersection of these lines.  The type of matter or energy 

produced at the intersection would be determined by another 

type of line or dimension that contained defining information 

for that point in the matrix.  All matter and energy, in short, 

was the product of a set of coordinates that defined where in 

the matrix of lines an object existed and what attributes it had.

As such, there was no limit on the interplay of matter 

and energy in the universe.  They could be converted back and 

forth without restriction if the coordinates were simply 
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changed.  In fact, the original starting point for the theory, the 

law of conservation of matter and energy, could be completely 

abandoned.  The whole universe was now thought to be 

composed of potential energy alone in a very different sense 

from the traditional definition.  Nor was there any concrete 

definition of what matter and energy were, or of their limits.  

At this level of complexity the unknown dominated.  In theory, 

concepts could become matter.  Ideas could become realities.

By extension, the theory of a matrix of lines also 

provided for the notion of additional sets of dimensions not 

directly observable from the world around us.  The universe 

itself could well have occurred as the intersection of lines of 

potential in a larger or different set of dimensions.

Unifying theory, of course, had been badly received by 

the scientists of its time.  It postulated a universe so incredibly 

complex that no amount of explanation or calculation would 

ever be able to describe it in detail.  It took thousands of years 

of belief in absolute, mathematical, definable realities and 

threw them out the window in favor of an existence where 

literally anything could happen and anything that did happen 

could be theoretically accounted for but not necessarily 

reproduced.  With no starting point to work from, no reputable 

theorist had anything to gain, other than intellectually, by 

departing from comfortable conventialities.

It had not helped the cause of unifying theory, either, 

when the First Commander had pointed out that such a matrix 

of lines, with its ability to store every piece of information that 

ever existed or ever could exist, its lack of entropy, and its 

potential for change, would meet the standard definition of a 

divinity.  It would be omnipotent, omniscient, omnipresent, 

eternal, and creative.  He quite literally said that if one had to 

try to describe God physically, “sentient energy” was about as 

close as the human race was likely to get.  This brought down 

the wrath of Western religious communities and scholars alike 

on his head.  Hard science failed to understand the social 
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science viewpoint on how humans interpreted divinity, besides 

demanding some explanation of how such an energy matrix 

could be sentient in the first place.  The religious, on the other 

hand, foamed at the mouth at the thought of God being 

reduced to a scientific description and the seemingly pagan 

idea that the universe existed as a sort of physical body for 

him.

Nevertheless, the idea of unifying theory lingered on, 

and when the world changed it suddenly became much 

simpler and much more satisfactory to explain humanity as 

living among a forest of possibilities rather than a grove of 

absolutes.

All of this was basic knowledge for any student.  The 

Commander was putting it in a different context though, one 

that David, with his mind on long-dead civilizations, was less 

familiar with.

“You must remember that unifying theory was 

dramatically unpopular when it was proposed because it 

promised to make almost anything possible.  Including magic 

and the supernatural.

“Now, Gothic civilizations in the modern era held two 

major views on magic during their existence.  At the end of the 

Middle Ages magic, or rather the possibility of genuine acts of 

magic, was accepted as a matter of course.  It was the simple 

explanation for everything otherwise inexplicable.  That logic 

still has force today.  If the basic laws of nature occasionally 

appear to be breached in an unusual way, it is only reasonable 

to assume that a separate set of laws have temporarily come 

into force to govern the events in question, or that the events 

are being caused by an individual who is somehow exempted 

from normal laws.  Over the next few hundred years this 

attitude disappeared entirely to be replaced by a precisely 

opposite view.  A growing body of pseudo-scientific 

knowledge, composed of inaccurate observations eked out with 

bad guesses, was able to provide multiple explanations for just 
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about any occurrence.  With its attitude that the world was 

finite and thoroughly describable, the advent of science 

diminished one of the most important pieces of the human 

psyche: imagination.  It said that there were limits without 

exceptions.  It got mankind out of the habit of thinking in terms 

of the possible and substituted a narrow set of mental walls 

instead.  Belief in the mere possibility of supernatural 

occurrences became something confined to religious groups.

“But at the end of the twentieth century, an alternate 

view began to emerge in fiction.  Naturally the population at 

large did not take this new approach seriously as a reality.  The 

growing consensus in imagination, though, was striking.  

Magic began to be regarded as a force or ability that dwelt 

within certain individuals either by chance or descent.  It came 

from inside a person, functioning as a component of their will, 

rather than being acquired from outside by learning or 

accident.  The person was the key, not the ritual surrounding 

their use of their powers.  The rituals remained, of course, in 

these stories, but they were increasingly portrayed merely as 

conduits for magical power instead of the source of the power.  

A magician might invoke his abilities using a standard choice 

of words to clarify his intent and a wand or ring or other 

instrument as a directional channel.  That did not change the 

fact that the actual motive force proceeded from his will and 

wishes.”

“‘Magic is a matter of symbolism and intent,’” David 

quoted.

The Commander smiled.  “Sean O Lochlainn.  Precisely.  

A scientific sorcerer.  Only one of any number of examples that 

emerged during that period.  Obi-Wan Kenobi, Harry Potter, 

Eragon, Balthazar Blake, Yasmini--it was an extremely fruitful 

era for enunciation of the concept.  And then unifying theory 

came along and provided a potential ‘scientific’ basis for magic.  

Pure nonsense, since science and magic are merely words that 

the Gothic civilizations used to denote things they could or 
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could not explain from visible evidence.  Regardless, since it 

decreed that matter could be changed or created 

instantaneously from what might be called the life force of the 

universe, it was taken up enthusiastically by fringe groups of 

all persuasions, who helped to keep an awareness of the 

concept alive.  Now we have come far enough with the theory 

that we can admit that it does open up the possibility of real 

sorcery, the product of individual willpower making its mark 

on the universe as a whole.

“Now, ordinarily this line of thought is all idle 

speculation.  It would be unnecessary to bring it up as a 

prelude if it was not somehow involved with our current 

situation.  Which it turns out to be.  Intimately.  Because magic, 

if you don’t mind the use of that word, turned out to be behind 

this kidnapping.”

“Have Peter and Jeremy been imprisoned in a secluded 

schloss by a sorcerer, as per all the best legends?”

“Actually you have it backwards.  In certain ways it 

would have been significantly better for us if a true magician 

had emerged in the service of one of the states.  Their 

boastfulness at that sort of success would have told us a great 

deal, as it always does.  Instead, the silence coming out of 

Bruges right now is deafening.  The European hostility towards 

us remains as evident in their actions as usual.  And the count 

of Flanders has not been cooperative, obviously.  The only 

reason we know anything about it,” the Commander 

continued, “is thanks to another of our students being on hand 

when it happened.  He saw it happen.  Unfortunately the 

security measures implemented in Bruges immediately 

afterwards prevented him from getting word to us for more 

than a week.  And when Jeremy and Peter disappeared 

immediately afterwards, it wasn’t hard to guess who was 

behind it.”

“When it happened?” David demanded.  “When what 

happened?”
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The Commander looked straight ahead for a minute.  

His face was frozen in repose.  When he spoke it was almost as 

if he could not stand the force of his own quiet words:

“According to our observer, they had been laughing 

and joking with each other about halfway down the gallery 

they were in at the time.  They seemed to be playing some sort 

of game.  Then, while he was looking straight at them--

suddenly Jeremy was not there anymore.  Where he had been 

looking at his profile moments before, he now saw a burgher of 

Amsterdam peering out of a Rubens canvas.  At the same time 

he saw movement out of the corner of his eye.  When he turned 

his head, he saw Jeremy standing at the end of the gallery.  

Peter had not moved.”

“And there was no error in observation?”

“Highly unlikely.  In a paved gallery of considerable 

length, there are very few ways of moving across it quickly and 

silently, not when someone is staring directly at you.  In any 

case, events since show that his observations could not have 

been incorrect.  Someone associated with the Flemish 

government--or for all we know, with one of the other local 

powers--saw it too.  Result, a Marquesan student disappears, 

because he is suddenly known to possess a power that the 

dying states believe might save their worldview.”

“Wait, wait,” David said.  “I can understand that if 

Jeremy does possess what would have in any other age been 

considered supernatural powers, and which may reasonably 

still be called magical, that it alters the future of the whole 

human race.  And I can glimpse the connection between his 

abilities and unifying theory.  He’s a sort of master code for the 

universe, right?  A genuine sorcerer.  He can reprogram the 

point coordinates which determine the existence of matter and 

energy.  That’s all perfectly logical.  What I don’t see at the 

moment, though, is how the states plan to make use of that to 

salvage Gothic civilization.”
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Again the Commander was silent for a long moment.  

Finally he spoke again.  “The hyperdrive.”

“Hyperdrive?”  David was at a loss.  He could see no 

connection between the science fiction device which allowed 

intergalactic ships to jump enormous distances instantaneously 

and the current situation.

The Commander looked directly at him.  “The 

hyperdrive is not a machine.  The hyperdrive is a person.  And 

now we have reason to believe that Jeremy is the first person to 

be a hyperdrive in a very long time.”

David opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again.

“The Americans can outcompute us by far, of course,” 

the Commander went on.  Which was true.  The diminished 

United States of America was the sole place on earth 

conducting large-scale research and manufacturing projects 

involving semiconductors and integrated circuits.  The rest of 

the world had reverted to simpler, older, more robust designs, 

making up the performance difference in massively simplified 

software, and even then computing power was generally 

reserved for special applications only.  It was simply too 

resource-consuming to manufacture computer chips en masse 

for a world that did not have much use for them.  Only the 

relict heavy industry of the United States pursued what the 

Americans still termed high technology.  “And they have been 

trying for years to develop and construct a mechanical 

hyperdrive to offset their practically nonexistent interplanetary 

transport infrastructure.  We, the Confederation, hold the edge 

in lifting capabilities, in combination with Cuba and Brazil.  

The warlords hold Mars and are rapidly weaning themselves 

off their bases in Africa.  In a short matter of decades they will 

be preparing to make the jump to a transformed Venus as well.  

America, along with its few fellow nation-states, has not been 

able to establish a strong political presence in outer space or on 

other planets.  And the states feel this lack very keenly.
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“With the transformation of the inner solar system, and 

our joint expeditions to extrasolar planets, the last of the 

nation-states have watched their chance at spreading their 

variety of human civilization to other worlds slip away.  Unless 

they can develop something that would allow them to make up 

the lost ground, and quickly, they will disappear entirely as 

humanity becomes an interplanetary race with no patience for 

the taboos of past times.  If they can discover through Jeremy 

the ability to move ships at will, or see if the ability is latent in 

his descendants, they can make a determined attempt to regain 

their lost hegemony.

“In their assessment of the situation, of course, they are 

correct.  The next great chapter in humanity’s future will 

depend on how we can reach out from our tiny amoeba 

floating in space to the wonders around us.  Other worlds, 

other races, other knowledge--an unlimited store of potential 

with unlimited opportunities for learning and exploration for 

as long as human beings persist.  It shatters all our perceptions 

when we think of the future to come.  It changes even the 

boundaries of life as we conceive of them.  The hyperdrive is 

not merely a swift means of travel.  The hyperdrive is man 

reaching out and touching the very face of God.”

There was another pause while the men considered the 

breaking of the surf on the beaches below.

“In other words,” David summed up, “Jeremy is now a 

coordinate switcher.  He can somehow tap directly into the 

collective memory and definitions of the entire universe.  He 

can manipulate matter and energy, changing its location--and 

presumably, if unifying theory holds true, its characteristics--at 

will.  This ability would allow him to transfer an entire ship, 

regardless of size, to another part of the galaxy 

instantaneously.  Maybe even find out in advance, from the 

stored information in the lines of potential, exactly which 

planets are most suitable for rapid colonization.  He would 

give the states a competitive edge.  But, neither he nor they 
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know how to handle those abilities at the moment.  So they 

grab him for study and hope they can hang on to him long 

enough to learn something.”

“Correct in its essentials,” the Commander 

acknowledged.  “There is one other piece of the puzzle, 

however, which may possibly suggest how he became the 

hyperdrive, and why Peter has disappeared as well.  Do you 

recall what field Peter was specializing in during his studies?”

“Only that he was an engineer.”

“He began as such, yes.  But lately he had moved more 

and more over to physics.  Recently, in fact, he was working on 

some of the metaphysical theories regarding the hyperdrive.  

Certainly that alone would be enough to make any of the states 

willing to seize him if the opportunity offered.  In addition, it is 

possible, just possible, that constant association with him may 

have affected his boyfriend somehow.  Perhaps the 

conversation, the knowledge, the physical and emotional 

contact may have triggered the development of Jeremy’s 

abilities.”  The Commander shrugged.  “I have absolutely no 

idea whether any of that is true or not.  Under the 

circumstances, though, I don’t think we have grounds to rule 

out any possibilities.  We always are aware of how much we do 

not understand.  In this case, we understand even less than 

usual.”

Captain Adherbal’s massive frame shifted uneasily on 

the divan, his muscles coiling and uncoiling under the polished 

skin.  “Which is fine as far as Act I goes.  Now we have to play 

out Act II: retrieve Jeremy and do it quickly.”  He pointed at 

David.  “Which is where you come in.  You’re a close friend of 

both of them.  You studied together.  You’re the only 

Investigator so qualified, making you the most suitable man for 

the job in spite of your love affair with dead civilizations.  

Hence why we retrieved you from the airless cold of the 

Andes.  So we could ship you off to a place with even less air 

and heat.”
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“Meaning that you have decided where exactly we are 

going to look?” the Commander queried.

“But naturally,” Adherbal said, grinning hugely.  “They 

clearly wouldn’t keep him near their strongholds, otherwise 

we’d stand too much of a chance of turning the tables on them.  

So they would move him.  What is the most remote place on 

earth?”

“By the expression on your face I surmise that is not a 

direct question,” the Commander replied, “so I will decline the 

gambit.”

The captain nodded.  “Wise man.  It is not a 

straightforward question at all.  The logical answer is that the 

most remote place to a man on earth is at least one that is not 

on the earth.  And at present the only realistic place not on the 

earth where Jeremy could be is Mars.  The European states still 

hold on like grim death to their scattered colonies there.  But 

the journey alone would give them months to study him 

without interruption.  Once there, he could be hidden away 

securely in one of their forts, while we, having no direct bases 

of our own on Mars, would have to contend with the local 

climate, culture and color--which I can assure you gentlemen 

from personal experience is not a simple task.  And we must 

not lose sight of Jeremy’s own feelings.  When he discovers 

himself on a different planet, you can bet that he will start 

trying his very hardest to use his new abilities to get back here.  

Whoever has him will no doubt be counting on that and 

hoping to profit by it.”

“Since we seem to be chiefly concerned with recovering 

Jeremy,” David said, “I gather that preventing the states from 

learning from him or turning him to their purposes is not a 

particular threat.”

The Commander raised his hands.  “To put it in the 

simplest way possible, if Jeremy is a true magician, as it were, 

then he is absolutely uncontrollable by the states or by anyone 

else.  At first he will have trouble utilizing his talents, to be 
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sure.  But once he does there is nothing they can do to hold 

him.  Furthermore, if he turns out to be the first in a gradually 

developing group of humans who will have the ability to 

function as a hyperdrive, then the existence of nation-states 

will become impossible altogether.  People whose individual 

abilities are so highly developed will not tolerate the fantasy 

worlds of mediocrity that the states construct.  Their nurturing 

him in the meantime will only work against them in the long 

run.”

Adherbal spread a large map across the low table.  

Earth maps were typically colored green and blue for land and 

water.  This one instead was colored reddish brown and light 

blue, the former predominating.

“Mars,” the captain said, waving a proprietary hand 

over the map.  He was one of the few Marquesans who had 

extensive experience in space.  Though a younger descendant 

of the First Commander had founded a dynasty that later grew 

into one of the great houses of Mars, connections between those 

warlords and the Commandery on the other side of another 

world were few.  Adherbal’s own experience came from 

signing on a local ship as a boy, then jumping from station to 

station and planet to planet as a freelance soldier for well over 

a decade before returning home.

“We can dismiss the warlords at once.  They hate the 

states like poison for trying to establish Gothic political 

institutions on Mars.  They would form no alliances with the 

Europeans, not even the smaller ones.  Their families all fled 

the earth to escape the disasters the states caused, same with 

their retainers.  And the independent research outposts are 

equally unlikely.  Martian scientists don’t take kindly to either 

of their neighbors, the states for trying to remake Mars as an 

industrial civilization, the warlords for trying to shape it into 

an agrarian one.  Regular reactionaries against the 

reactionaries.  No, I think we had better concentrate our search 

strictly on the small area of European colonization.  They all 
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maintain some kind of linkages with each other, though those 

depend entirely on what the alliances on earth are at the 

moment and how they get watered down once the news 

reaches up there.  You can say that a radio signal will still get 

there in a matter of seconds but that doesn’t make all that much 

difference.  The colonial governors on Mars are independent 

agents, not really caring too much about what happens on 

earth but still committed to pursuing the interests of the home 

country as they think best.  There are twelve to fifteen of the 

colonies at any given time, depending on who’s handed what 

territory over to whom during the week.

“The English have two somewhat large stations known 

as Brunel City and Virginia.  Then there’s Volcaea, the largest 

of them all, which is associated with the Free City of Toulouse, 

and the Italian semi-socialist mission at Campesina, with--”

“Volcaea,” David interrupted with a decisive ring in his 

voice.

The Commander looked up from the map.  “You seem 

certain.”

“I am,” David replied, adding, with a pointed glance at 

Adherbal, “The dead past has come alive with a vengeance.”

“Toulouse is certainly the only major space center left in 

Europe and supplies several of the allied colonies as well as 

their own outpost, so it seems probable that Jeremy would at 

least be taken through there,” the captain agreed.  “But I would 

like to hear what ghost has so suddenly whispered the solution 

to our question in your ear.”

“Not a ghost,” David said.  “A man who is very much 

alive.  You see, before the Romans under Caesar came along, 

the city that is now Toulouse was inhabited by a people known 

as the Volcae Tectosages.  Their capital was called Tolosa.”

“So the modern Toulousans named their colony on 

Mars after their historical forbearers?  How very dutiful and 

self-glorifying of them,” Adherbal mused.  “That was the 
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historical ghost you were speaking of?  The memory of what 

happened in Roman times?”

“I wouldn’t have remembered that at all if I hadn’t been 

brooding over it all yesterday.  But something happened last 

night to draw my attention to the fact rather obviously.”  With 

that he gave them a brief sketch of his dream from the night 

before, quoting the passage in question with as much of its 

original intonation and emphasis as he could remember.  “The 

references to the Goths and the Parisii and Tolosa do not 

appear in the original text.  They were substituted for the 

names of other tribes and locations.  It’s a set of changes that is 

pretty obvious, as well as being internally consistent.”  He 

shrugged his shoulders.  “The altered words point very 

specifically to Toulouse and by extension Volcaea.”

“The conclusion being that Jeremy sent you a telepathic 

message to indicate his destination,” the Commander finished.

“By altering the entire context of the passage I was 

dreaming about to draw my attention to the changes he made 

in my thought patterns?  It seems to fit with what we know.”

The men were silent again.  Finally the Commander 

spoke.

“It has truly begun then.  May God have mercy on us 

all.”

* * * * *

“I suppose our next step is clear,” the Commander said 

later.  “A flight from here to Malden, then you’ll take our next 

local flight to one of the stations.  After that, the first available 

I-ship to Mars.  There’s really no point in trying to race the 

Toulousans.  We know they haven’t chartered a special ship, 

thanks to our intelligence, which is fortunately better in space 

than in Europe.  So both you and Jeremy will be on commercial 

sailings with neither of you having a significant lead over the 

other.  And there’s no danger of them trying to do much with 
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him on the way since they won’t have extensive facilities even 

on one of their own ships.  We’d better avoid sending you 

through one of the stations where Toulouse has a presence as 

well in case they have someone on the lookout there.”

“Actually I think you’ll have to reconsider that 

itinerary, as pleasant a jaunt as it sounds.”  The captain had 

reentered the room with a sheet of paper in his hand.  He 

looked rather ruffled.  “We were wrong.”

“Oh, not about the whole thing, surely,” the 

Commander protested.

“About half of it, anyway.  Here, read this.  It’s a 

message from Peter.  Apparently they grabbed Jeremy first but 

didn’t bother to take Peter too.  By the time they put the pieces 

together and decided it would be a good idea to have the 

boyfriend along for the trip as well, Peter had already realized 

that Flanders was not a safe or useful place for him to be.  So he 

struck out for home.  Worked his way down to the coast, 

jumped a train and made it to Lisbon.  Now he’s on a flight 

from there to Petropolis.  Slow ship, of course.”

“That alters things considerably.  In that case it would 

probably be best for David to fly straight to Petropolis and find 

out what he can from him.  On reflection, too, Peter might as 

well accompany him to Mars.  I was considering assigning a 

small team, but the more men we send, the more they will 

stand out and the more complex the operation will become.  

Then, too, it’s only right that Peter be included in search for his 

lover.  To leave him out would be absurd as well as possibly 

dangerous.  If he did really have something to do with 

triggering Jeremy’s abilities, keeping them apart might strain 

the situation and force Jeremy to attempt to overtask his 

developing abilities.  We can’t risk it.”

“It doesn’t change the overall plan that much.  Instead 

of leaving from Malden they can depart from Cuba.  Might be 

better that way, since the Toulousans will assume any team we 

dispatch will be going from Malden and they’ll keep an eye on 
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those flights.  And we can charter a jet to take David and Peter 

from Petropolis to Havana.  By the way, do you want to send 

Peter instructions as to where he should go when he reaches 

Brazil?”

The Commander considered this.  “I would say the 

Jesuit monastery at the university there.  Tell him to ask for 

Father Fabian.  He’s a colleague of ours.”

Adherbal nodded and left the room.
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3
“Love is something that happens to us, we can’t help ourselves, and 

the real passion isn’t a compliment or a gift, and it isn’t a sign of 

generosity in the lover.”

Most passengers wondered if the O’o was going to flap 

its wings.  It certainly had enough of them to justify the 

thought.  Over a hundred feet of them, to be more exact.  The 

long, narrow wings with hardly any taper jutted out from a 

smoothly faired fuselage shaped like the hull of a boat on the 

bottom and the hull of an airplane on top.  Two fat jet engines 

stuck up above the rear of the plane immediately before a T-tail 

that finished off its silhouette.  The collective effect of these 

different pieces was visually quite awkward.  Yet in spite of its 

oddness, the O’o had maintained its place as the world’s 

premier fast aircraft for very many years.  It was not as fast as 

some of the other aircraft still produced, but it still had the 

longest range of them all.  Some O’o’s had been known to stay 

airborne for more than a day.  It was one of the symbols of an 

age where patience and efficiency had found a happy medium.

David had made the mistake earlier of trying to strike 

up a conversation with the pilots.  Now, all pilots are crazy.  

They always have been.  They are in love with the sky and 

would like to live in it, forgetting that the human frame is not 

capable of living on it.  They are in love with their aircraft, 

forgetting that flesh and blood cannot mate with metal.  And 
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they are engaged in an eternal conspiracy to impress all 

ground-dwelling folk with their daring, their skill, and their 

utter disregard for consequences.

It hadn’t helped, either, that he had made a dry 

philosophical remark about mankind’s inability to explain why 

exactly airplanes stay up.  At that, the pilot turned his head to 

look back at his passenger.  “Sorry, but I can explain why 

planes fly perfectly well.  It’s because I’m up front, and I’m 

bloody awesome.  My awesomeness repels the ground.  Hence, 

flight.”

The copilot shook his head profoundly.  “One word.  

Gnomes.”

David suppressed a groan and sank back in his seat.  

Untold years of chaos throughout the world had failed to kill 

the gnome theory of physics.  Somehow, it still survived in the 

hearts and minds of the irreverent.

They were now descending the eastern slopes of the 

Andes, or rather the slopes were descending beneath them.  

Below, the thick jungles and forests of western Brazil stretched 

away in all directions, seeming to be permanently fixed in 

relation to the plane.  No clearings or cultivation at all could be 

seen.  Those were now closer to the seaboard than they once 

had been.

Brazil had the unusual distinction of being one of only 

two empires still in existence.  The other, of course, was a 

reformed Imperial China.  But whereas China had relied 

mainly on cultural homogeneity to preserve its unified 

existence, Brazil had survived and flourished by a wholesale 

jettisoning of its past.  Like all the large states, its population 

had been dramatically reduced when the world changed.  

Unlike them, however, it possessed large swaths of virgin 

territory that could be quickly converted to subsistence rather 

than commercial agriculture, which prevented the population 

from disappearing as quickly.  Consequently, society had 

retained enough cohesion to allow a pretense of government 
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and order to be maintained.  A series of perfectly usual coups 

and counter-coups took place, with the old capital of Brasilia 

quickly being deserted and the rival presidencies establishing 

themselves in the major coastal cities.  The partisanship and 

fighting which followed had the unintended effect of 

demolishing much of Brazil’s urban areas, which turned out to 

work to the country’s overall benefit when the fighting 

eventually ground to a halt.  The long-running dispute came to 

an end when Luis II, a scion of the former ruling house of 

Braganza, had taken to the countryside with a core group of 

supporters and steadily enlarged his own area of support.  A 

strong agrarian base and a slow rate of expansion allowed him 

to stabilize his territories while simply avoiding engagements 

with competing rivals, who in any case were too busy 

scavenging, looting, and bickering with each other to bother 

with the man they referred to as “the farmer prince”.  As the 

hinterland grew stronger, more cohesive, and more supportive 

of Luis, resistance in the cities gradually collapsed and these 

were reintegrated into the newly restored Brazilian empire.

Having consolidated its power relatively easily, the 

Braganza dynasty had been able to turn Brazil into the 

southern world’s most powerful nation.  Luis had immediately 

embarked on an intensive restoration program to clean up 

Brazil from the damage caused by industrialization.  Whole 

cities had been dismantled and broken down into raw 

materials for storage or reuse.  The old government buildings 

at Brasilia were used to establish a national museum and 

archive.  The rest of the city was wiped clean.  Much of the 

Amazon basin was set aside for reforestation.  The Braganza 

government repossessed most of the agricultural lands of the 

country and put them through an aggressive series of crop 

cycles and soil replacement to help remove the toxins left 

behind by the Green Revolution.  A new electric rail network 

replaced the previous convoluted transport system that had 

relied on automobiles and diesel railways.  Even so, with such 
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large amounts of farmland available to them, Brazilians could 

afford to cultivate biofuels to a greater extent than any other 

country, and Brazilian cities boasted the world’s highest rate of 

personal hovercraft ownership.

The political system which eventually emerged from 

this period of history bore no resemblance to the previous 

governments of Brazil.  It adhered somewhat closely to the 

principles the First Commander had suggested in his early 

work on small state theory, albeit on a much grander scale and 

with some modifications.  The basis was essentially feudal.  

The powers of the emperor were in theory wide-ranging but in 

practice were delegated to regional governors.  The majority of 

land was held in imperial ownership and granted to royal 

tenants at very moderate rents in return for loyalty and 

support.  However, beyond the stabilizing effect that policy 

created, the imperial government received little in the way of 

tangible returns from its tenants.  A certain portion of its lands 

were set aside as crown estates and the emperor and 

government were required to derive their revenues from these 

alone.  In addition to feudal tenants, Brazilian society also 

included a number of landowners who had retained outright 

title to their property since before the return of the Braganzas.  

The system was complex but surprisingly workable, given that 

Brazilians as a whole felt secure under it.  It relied, as Luis II 

first had, on the sustainability produced by the rural areas, and 

Brazil was well able to thrive as a rural, agrarian nation.  Mines 

were still worked here and there, but with little domestic 

growth and few trading partners, there was no need for 

expanding these workings intensively.

The seat of the Brazilian government had been 

transferred to Petropolis, originally the summer home of the 

first Braganza emperors.  Thanks to a limited population, it had 

never been urbanized to the extent that the major coastal cities 

had.  As a result, following the large population declines, Luis 

and his successors had encountered no difficulty in rebuilding 
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it as a world capital in the new style, gracious, stately, and 

comfortable, contrasting strongly with the ugly traces of pre-

Imperial days still visible in the ports.  The new world had 

three centers of learning.  One was at Tovii.  The second was at 

Peking.  The third was at Petropolis.

As the O’o descended towards the city, David could see 

tiny flashes of light all along the higher points of ground: 

reflections from the aluminium turbines that fed energy to the 

city and its rail network.  Here and there a more obvious patch 

of light indicated the presence of a geodesic dome, which were 

usually at least partially concealed on the ground by groves of 

trees.  Though Brazil had not seen a war of any significance in 

decades, and aerial bombardment was largely a thing of the 

past, the capital’s defences still remained in place and 

operational.  Each dome housed a pulse generator that could 

saturate the air around the city with a constant flow of 

electromagnetic waves.  Any electronic components that 

happened to be passing through the invisible shield created 

when the generators were switched on would instantly be 

overloaded and rendered useless.  These had been another 

development of the First Commander’s.  While nation-states 

fussed over developing compact electromagnetic pulse 

generators they could drop from a plane or shoot out of a gun, 

he had simply designed and built installations which had no 

output limitations and could draw as much power as was 

necessary from ground-based generators.  These had rendered 

almost the whole aerial armament of the states ineffective at a 

single stroke, and had vastly increased the scope of guerrilla 

activities by removing the threat from above.  The propagation 

of such generators meant that few surviving countries went to 

the expense of maintaining air forces, while the generators 

themselves cost comparatively little to preserve and maintain.  

Hence the reason why they still stood sentinel around the 

Brazilian capital.  The Braganzas were confident, but not 
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overconfident.  The new world was a world dominated by 

realists.

The Petropolis airport opened up like a panorama in 

front of the descending O’o.  A pair of Anteros fighters, tiny 

little things consisting of a delta wing, an engine, and a cockpit 

bubble, closed briefly with the Marquesan jet to examine it 

before dashing away.  The runway itself was massive.  

Spaceflight operations in Brazil were concentrated elsewhere, 

but with ample land available outside the capital, no one had 

thought it a waste to give to construct an operable spaceport 

capable of handling local ships.  Dozens of DC-3’s were ranged 

along the grass on one side of the runway.  Their usefulness 

had never really been surpassed and they were still in 

production.  They were dwarfed in size by the airships farther 

down, however.  In the new age, airplanes were reserved for 

domestic travel.  Airships, with their superior comforts and 

greater efficiency, were the standard for long distance flight.  

One of them was rising into the air at the moment, quite 

possibly bound for the other side of the world.  David could 

even read the name painted on its hull out his window: Nossa 

Senhora do Socorro.  For a minute he savored the near-unreality 

of the scene.  This, perhaps, was something like what airports 

had looked like long before the world changed.

* * * * *

The university quarter of Brazil’s capital had come to 

naturally exhale the old charm of continental Europe that the 

first Braganza emperors had labored intentionally to achieve.  

Hovercraft were banned from its streets and even horsemen 

were an uncommon sight.  Buildings of three stories prevailed, 

as in much of the rest of the city, but the architecture was 

subtly different.  Here the builders had preferred darker colors, 

more antique lines, and more profuse detail.  Spires, turrets, 

and campaniles abounded.  The Gothic influence was no doubt 
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partly religious in nature.  After all, the university itself was 

run in cooperation with the Society of Jesus.

Luis II had been a pious prince.  In history that epithet 

often denotes incredible bigotry and cruelty on the part of the 

ruler to whom it is applied.  In his case, nevertheless, the 

description had been an accurate one.  His personal piety 

played a major role in rallying the people of the countryside, 

many of whom still held closely to their Catholic faith, to his 

banner.  Additionally, Luis had permitted, if not encouraged, 

the growing devotional movement of San Ernesto de la 

Higuera, and had restored the Jesuits to a place of prominence 

in Brazilian national life.  When the War of Reunification had 

concluded with the Peace of the Palms, Luis had attributed it in 

no small degree to Marian intercession, and in remembrance 

later endowed the College of Our Lady of the Palms as a Jesuit 

school.  This had later been incorporated into the university as 

a whole as other religious and educational institutions had 

grown up around it.

It was in no small degree due to this official patronage 

of the Jesuits that a serious schism had since taken place in the 

Catholic church.  Monastic orders had generally declined after 

the fall of the nation-states, with the exception of the 

Benedictines.  The Rule of St. Benedict had undergone 

considerable evolution under the influence of a church and 

clergy that felt themselves under assault.  Its tenets of 

submission to spiritual authority, humility, and withdrawal 

from the word had been played up, while the saint’s original 

feelings on brotherhood, piety, contemplation, and autonomy 

had been de-emphasized.  The Roman church as a whole had 

retreated more and more to a modified Benedictine 

organizational model as time passed, with princes of the 

church dominating locally powerful abbeys and monasteries 

that laid down strict doctrinal rules for the surrounding 

communities.  It was inevitable that this would cause conflict 

between the mainstream church and the Jesuits with their 
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traditionally progressive emphasis on mysticism, scholarship, 

and missionary work.  One branch of the church was becoming 

more liberal at the same time that the other grew more closed.  

The world’s Catholics increasingly had to choose between 

Rome and Petropolis for theological guidance.

The political divide exacerbated the problem.  The 

House of Braganza had embraced the intellectual legacy of the 

First Commander and his ideas on decentralized, extremely 

liberal government.  Small state theory, as he had proposed it, 

involved an almost total withdrawal of the government from 

participation in a nation’s social affairs.  Naturally, this attitude 

practically induced apoplexy in the Roman church, especially 

as the liberal Jesuits also declined to interfere in local politics at 

all on the grounds of promoting individual conscience.  As 

predominantly Catholic areas of Europe became independent 

states and the Benedictine church of the Old World entrenched 

itself there, the divide grew.  Although Rome dared not cast the 

Jesuits off altogether and lose the allegiance of half the Catholic 

world, she hated dealing with them all the same.

Doctrinal disputes nevertheless appeared to be the last 

thing on the minds of the clerics and novices who thronged the 

corridors and cloisters of the college.  David had grown up in 

scholarly environments, but the vibrancy of the academic 

community in Petropolis never failed to thrill him.  For all their 

merits, the Marquesan schools could be a trifle small and 

esoteric at times.  Petropolis could draw its students from a 

much larger local and regional population, and as the new 

headquarters for the Jesuits, Catholics from all the world 

descended on the city in connection with the Society’s 

missionary activities.

Having inquired as to the whereabouts of Father Fabian 

from a passing priest, David made his way up the nave of the 

main chapel.  A forest of palms carved in stone rose on either 

side of him and their fronds met above his head.  Decorations 

in the Catholic churches he had seen generally tended either to 
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representations of saints and religious figures or to abstract 

designs.  Here, though, all the motifs were floral.  Even the 

altar was worked with astonishingly detailed flowers and 

rushes, and little besides.  The theme the architect had chosen 

was obvious: God in the natural world.  It was a radical but 

pleasing departure from the more usual variants of church 

architecture, compelling without being heavy.  And to add just 

a hint of joyousness to the theme, gently piping notes drifted 

down from the organ.  Someone was toying with variations on 

Handel’s Harmonious Blacksmith.

The priest at the organ looked back over his shoulder 

for a moment as David approached him.  He was short but 

broad-shouldered, with incredibly deep and compassionate 

eyes.  Then his playing changed.  A deeper, tenser note ran 

through it now.  Handel dissolved altogether in runs and trills 

that were never quite resolved and a suspenseful continuo 

pattern that hovered in the background.  David couldn’t help 

feeling that the organist was commenting on him somehow in 

music.  Gradually the music slowly diminished to nothing, 

leaving behind a sense of dissatisfaction at its absence.

“And God said, ‘Let there be music,’and there was, and 

it was good,” the organist said as he rose from the bench.  He 

looked up cordially at David.  “May I be of service to you?”

“Are you Father Fabian?”

The priest nodded vigorously.  “I am indeed.  What of 

me that has not gone up the pipes in wind, that is.”

“I have a message to you from the Commander.”

“Ahhh.”  David did not miss a sudden flash of interest 

in the good father’s eyes.  “And what message did he give you 

for me?”

For answer David passed him a small piece of lapis 

lazuli cut in the shape of a diamond.  On it was engraved the 

badge of the First Commander, surrounded by the motto and 

emblem of his present successor.
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Father Fabian considered this for a few moments, 

nodding his head.  At last he smiled and handed it back to 

David.  “That will be sufficient, I think.  That seal rarely leaves 

the islands.”  He put a kindly hand on David’s arm.  “But 

come.  I think it will be very good for him to see you right 

away.  It will give him a sense that things are beginning to 

move in the right direction.”

“How is he?” David asked as he fell into step with his 

escort, the padding of his sandals mingling with the swish of 

the priest’s cassock.

“Tired, of course.  Anxious.  Angry too.  But not so 

unhappy or fearful as you might think.  He understands that 

the very nature of what has happened to his boyfriend also 

prevents him from being in any great danger.  And they love 

each other very deeply, as you who grew up with them know.  

He is confident that his lover is aware you both will be coming 

for him soon, and that gives him confidence in turn.  In a 

strong relationship assurances are never needed because of that 

implicit confidence.  Both partners know exactly what the other 

one will do and act accordingly.  All that is needed is patience.”

“We’re very grateful that you were able to receive him 

here.”

“And we are glad that you came to us for assistance.  If 

Jeremy really has become a hyperdrive, it affects us doubly as 

both men of God and men of learning.  The time of the states is 

past.  Much better that we should begin anew with what is 

perhaps a better outlook on the world, one that is even less 

avoidable now that we have seen some of its potential so 

abruptly demonstrated.  Besides, Peter has not been any 

trouble.  It’s always pleasant to talk with another student of the 

metaphysical, even if he did start out as a mechanic.”

“Merely a mechanic, eh?  That sounds very much like 

what he himself might say about someone else being only a 

philosopher.”
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The priest’s laugh echoed off the stone walls.  “Indeed, 

in the same strain, I might say with very little absence of truth 

that he’s quite a good fellow for a mere engineer.  You know 

one of the old stories about the First Commander?  It was said 

that one of the greatest compliments he ever paid anyone was 

telling a political science professor that he was knowledgeable 

enough to teach history.”

By this time they had passed out of the scholarly-

religious section of the college and were in its residential area.  

Here things were quieter.  The custom of the siesta had 

persisted in the former Iberian colonies, especially in this 

warmer world.  This late in the afternoon the refreshed scholars 

had all returned to the chapel or library or meeting rooms.  

Peace hung over the cloisters.

Father Fabian gestured to a door.  “I’ve put him in the 

cell next to mine for the time being.  It’s perfectly all right if 

you stay with him too while you are here.  The familiarity will 

do him good.  Priests and theologians are not quite his usual 

company.”

David opened the door gently, but the sound reached 

the ears of the young man who was sleeping fitfully on a low 

bed.  He stirred and sat up.  For a moment, he just started at 

David taking his presence in; then he leaped across the room 

into his friend’s arms.

* * * * *

“The geckos are frisky this evening,” Father Fabian 

said, looking out the window of the cell into the growing 

twilight of the cloister.  “They have always fascinated me with 

their form and delicacy.  Imagine what music might be like, if 

creatures with a sense of movement and mobility and 

perspective so different from our own could compose it.”
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“Perhaps a miniature harpsichord?” Peter suggested, 

selecting an orange with care from the platter the priest had 

brought in.

“Ah, but a harpsichord is a human’s conception of 

music.  Having it played by a race whose ideas on harmony are 

not embodied in the instrument itself would tell us nothing.  

And very likely their own instruments would convey little to 

us if we could even hear them at all.  No, if we are to hear and 

understand the music of a different race, it must be a race that 

is both significantly like us and at the same time significantly 

different.  In that event it would be difficult, as we struggled to 

appreciate their concepts of expression, but the satisfaction of 

beginning to do so would be immense!”

Peter gave him an odd look.  “I don’t mean to be rude, 

but--

“Yes, go on,” the clergyman prompted him.

“Well, you speak as if you were certain of the existence 

of other races,” the young Marquesan finished.

“I am,” Father Fabian said quite simply.

“As in, other races on other worlds.”

“Of course.  So far as we know there is only one race of 

humans, but there may well be more.”

“Physical sciences have admitted that for a long time, 

yes, but what about the church?  It’s rather a change from the 

days when science took the lead in speculation and the church 

tagged along after it, gently protesting that they might have 

something in common while science laughed and flung the 

perceptions of Catholicism as unscientific and unscholarly in 

its face.”

“In the old days that was the case, yes.  Then men built 

up a science out of narrow principles and struggled to fit even 

what they could see around them within its boundaries.  Every 

few years they had to restructure the entire framework to 

adjust to new perspectives while still striving to find 

convenient, mechanical, minimalist explanations for every 
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question and problem that confronted them.  As an engineer 

and physicist you will be a little familiar at least with the old 

discipline of quantum mechanics.  The word ‘quantum’ 

referred to a specific amount of energy, no less and no more.  

A building block, in essence.  Well, that word really describes 

the whole modern system of science.  It was composed of 

certain building blocks that were predetermined, and when 

these could not be assembled to give the right shape, the 

system faltered.  Is it any wonder that science could not 

account for God?  And many of the scientists tried hard to do 

so for centuries.  In the end, they could not reconcile their 

system of science, which was their source of truth, with God, 

and so chose to maintain their existing institutions rather than 

tearing them down and starting all over from the beginning.

“In doing so they took a completely opposite path to the 

one we have followed since.  Now we have a different way of 

conceiving truth.  Truth is not merely an attribute of God or 

something connected with God.  Truth is the actual physical 

body of God.  That is one of the many contributions that 

unifying theory has made to theology and philosophy.  Every 

fact, every suggestion, every idea, every possibility that ever 

has been and ever will be exists forever within the physical 

structure of the universe, which is also both the mind and 

being of God Himself.  When we worship God, we worship 

truth as well.  When we seek truth, we seek God as well.  Such 

a connection between the subjects is of inestimable value to a 

society like ours whose mission is both religious and scholarly.  

We can hold and rightly so that we glorify God as much 

through our studies as through our prayers.

“I like to think that this is what the Apostle John meant 

when he wrote the first words of his gospel.  Theologians 

argued over that for centuries and occasionally still do.  ‘In the 

beginning was the word, and the word was with God, and the 

word was God.’  What was the nature of the word, the logos?  

They disputed as to whether it was Christ Himself or a more 
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subtle manifestation of God.  But identifying the logos as one 

and the same with both God the Father and the very existence 

of everything, as simultaneously physical and not physical, 

was something to which their minds never stretched.

“Mind, though, that in order to fully appreciate this 

concept, we must seek for genuine truth.  We cannot get caught 

up in criticisms of others.  We must never attempt to ‘prove’ 

anything.  We can only assess possibilities and probabilities to 

the extent of our limited knowledge.  We must remember that 

the mind of God is unknowable to us even though we are 

composed of it, and that the only things we can know of Him 

are those He chooses to reveal to us.  Our wildest guess may be 

His simplest and most incomprehensible truth.  Our common 

sense explanations may be rejected through overthinking and 

casuistry and then later discovered to be accurate.  For 

thousands of years scholars believed in the existence of aether.  

When they could not discover it as a gas, which they thought it 

would be, they declared it did not exist.  Yet now we hold that 

many of the properties they assigned to aether are the very 

properties that the time-space matrix of the universe possesses, 

so now we often refer to that as the aether.

“Always remember, too, that truth is not just 

synonymous with God and a physical existence.  Remember 

too that it also means logic, information, knowledge, history, 

thought--every possible reality in addition to the one we know 

of, and that any knowledge and truth we do not have, or have 

lost, still exist just as much as if they were taught to every child.  

The idol of the physical has been overthrown.  Science has 

come to be an embracing of the remotely possible and a 

yearning for a future that is unknown and unpredictable but 

which is also expected to slowly reveal itself.  That is how 

science has come back to religion once again.”

“So you find justification for the theory of other worlds 

in a general doctrine of infinity of the possible?  I thought that 

Biblical accounts did not leave room for that particular 
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possibility, and that you were bound to that reference source as 

a starting point.”

Father Fabian smiled benevolently.  “The most I will 

say is that there are interesting inferences that can be drawn.  

They may be unsubstantiated, but they are neither impossible 

nor contrary to the tenor of our faith.  For example, the often 

discussed timetable of creation.  Can you recall the first two 

verses of the book of Genesis?”

Peter couldn’t quote them.  David came to his rescue:

“In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.  

And the earth was without form, and void, and the spirit of 

God moved upon the face of the waters.”

“In the beginning,” the priest said, raising his arm as if 

speaking a benediction.  “But before the beginning?”

“How can there be something before the beginning?”

“With relation to an infinite and eternal being, how can 

there ever be a discernable beginning?  For years apologists 

and scientists bickered over the chronological details which 

follow that phrase.  They never thought to consider what 

happened before it.  But the beginning in Genesis is a 

beginning only of this one world.  It says nothing about the 

framework of existence, about dimensions, about the universe, 

even about this single galaxy!  Who knows what God may have 

done with the universe beforehand?  Who can imagine the 

myriads of possibilities that may have resulted when He stirred 

the stars?  There may be many worlds, many races of men 

living out there for all we know.  Our history only tells us 

certain things, and God has not told us the others because they 

have not been needful to our faith.  But if there are many things 

that He has not revealed, how much difference would the 

knowledge of other distant worlds and races make in all that 

total?  Very little.

“The most profound statement I have ever heard 

regarding the subject was one made, oddly enough, by the old 

American writer Mark Twain.  In a story of his he speaks of a 
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deceased soul that goes astray in the vastness of space and 

finds itself at the gate of heaven.  However, the soul is 

unknown there.  In an attempt to identify itself, the soul says, ‘I 

am from the world that He saved.’  The gatekeeper bows his 

head and replies, ‘He has saved many worlds.’

“If Christ’s love is sufficient for an entire world, why 

not for entire worlds?

“Now, this is where you and Jeremy come into it.  He is 

the hyperdrive.  He is a witness to God’s truth beyond any save 

Christ Himself.  Perhaps he is the answer to our thoughts and 

speculations.  Perhaps we are finally going to learn a very little 

more.  We may be hugely wrong and we may be somewhat 

right.  But it would do justice to us neither as men of God or 

men of learning to refuse you aid.  Indeed, as a fellow human 

being in need and a fellow scholar, you have a claim to our 

assistance on both counts without the grander objective even 

being considered.  We hope--we hope very much, in fact--that 

you will one day have something to tell us about other worlds 

and many other things.  Nevertheless, your love alone is 

enough to invoke our help, and it is apparent that you love him 

very much.”

Peter smiled wanly.  “Does preparing to rush off to 

another planet without any definite plans just to see my 

boyfriend give me away?”

“Oh, that is part of it, no doubt.  And yet I was thinking 

of a more subtle sign.  Your behavior in the little things as well 

as the great speaks your love for him, yet you are not terribly 

frightened.  He is in danger, yet you do not seem to fear greatly 

for him.  You are concerned without letting it overwhelm you, 

which leads me to an understanding that your love is so 

complete that you feel the separation neither a handicap nor a 

threat to your future together.”

“I suppose that’s true.  I can’t be entirely afraid for him 

because I love him completely.  I can sense what he will do and 

how he will react and what his feelings will be.  In spirit I will 
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still be consciously with him.  He knows that just as I know he 

will be with me.  And much as I may hurt for him emotionally, 

I have to put that aside and work for his future.  He knows I 

will be doing that.  He will be doing the same for me.  Well, 

that’s what love is, after all, isn’t it?  Doing the best thing for 

the person you love regardless of how it makes you feel.  I 

wanted to rush to his side after we were separated, and I knew 

that he would be longing for me--but I also knew that we both 

would be aware it was a bad idea.  I had to do what he would 

want me to do in contradiction to my own wishes.  That’s what 

love is, putting the other person and their needs first.  Even if I 

knew he was doing something that hurt me desperately, I 

would have to stand by him if that was what he wanted.”

“That is as it should be,” Father Fabian said gently.  

“Such unconditional love was the love of Christ.  But how do 

you know what is best for another person, especially when you 

love them?”

Peter heaved a sigh.  “That’s the hardest part of all.  You 

have to accept that only they can know what’s best for 

themselves, so you have to trust to them and do what they 

want, not what you think is a good idea.  It’s harsh on you, but 

real love is unconditional and uncontrollable.”  He paused.  “Is 

that wrong?”

“I do not see how it can be entirely wrong.  Were you to 

do otherwise, it would be an infringement of their rights as a 

human being.  Each man must make his own decisions and fix 

his own goals.  No one else has the right to do that for him.  So 

by not infringing his rights, you show him kindness and 

respect, which is good and never wrong.”

The cell was largely in darkness now except for the light 

coming from a single flickering lamp, which outlined the faces 

and figures of the speakers in ochre.  For thousands of years 

throughout history, similar men had sat around fires and 

lamps in the darkness and pondered the mysteries of existence.  

Now it appeared that one of those groups had finally reached 
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the stage at which they were about to take the first significant 

steps towards understanding those mysteries a tiny bit better.

David leaned forward and looked at Peter closely.  “I 

still don’t know exactly what happened to you two in Flanders.  

I only got the reports at third hand and in a hurry.  Given that 

we have to go to Mars anyway to find Jeremy, I don’t think the 

details are especially vital.  But I still am very curious about it.  

Did he vanish and then reappear?”

“No, no,” Peter protested.  “It happened much faster 

than that.  We had just spent the afternoon strolling through 

the galleries and looking at different things.  You know he has 

much more of a taste for that than I do, but I wanted to absorb 

the atmosphere and features of the buildings as well.  For all 

their faults the states produced some fine works of architecture.  

They have a spirit about them that you can find nowhere else.

“At any rate, we had been making our way through yet 

another picture gallery.  It was late in the afternoon and the 

building was emptying out.  At the time we were probably 

about halfway down the length of the room.  There were some 

alcoves opening off it but no one else in the main gallery except 

a couple people at the far end to the left of us.  We kept 

stopping in front of pictures to comment on them, make jests 

about the artist’s personal lives, discuss the history of the 

period--the usual.

“Then with one of them the conversation took a 

different turn.  Jeremy commented on something to do with the 

perspectives used in it.  My work lately has been dealing with 

some of the potential consequences of unifying theory and the 

theoretical applications of being able to reprogram the 

coordinates of the universe.  We don’t know which is which or 

how the information is encoded, you see, so our understanding 

is effectively zero.  Of course I’ve discussed it all with Jeremy.  

And that being fresh in our minds I suppose led him to make a 

comment about feeling that if he were in that picture he’d have 

just taken advantage of the aether, since they still believed in it 
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back then, and jumped to a part of the scene where he could 

observe without participating.  I said he would have been 

burned at the stake for doing that and would thereby have just 

focused all the action on himself instead of escaping it.  He 

countered that by saying that if they had tried to burn him, he 

would have gone ahead and vanished again in a cloud of 

smoke to make it more impressive.  He felt in the mood to defy 

space and time that day, he said.  So I dared him to move four 

pictures to the right and maybe he would establish that as a 

new unit of measurement in a new time-space continuum.  

And he laughed, closed his eyes and seemed to think about it 

for a moment, and then suddenly he was down there.

“Understand, it wasn’t at all like what we see in the old 

films about magicians.  There was no blurring, no levitation, no 

noise, no light, no time lapse.  It was exactly what unifying 

theory prescribed a successful coordinate switching would look 

like.  One instant he was by my side and the next he was ten 

yards away from me.  It was absolutely without any delay at 

all.  Somehow he plugged into the framework of the universe 

itself and discovered how to change his location in three 

dimensions only without altering any of the others.”

“And you are sure it was completely unexpected?” 

David persisted.

“There’s no doubt of it.  I saw the expression on his 

face.  At first he couldn’t grasp the reality of it at all.  Neither 

could I, for that matter.  How are you supposed to feel when 

the very thing you’ve been working on for months on paper 

while considering it a very remote possibility is suddenly 

demonstrated to you by your own boyfriend?  It left us both 

incoherent for a very long time.”

There was a pause in the flow of the narrative while 

Father Fabian handed round dates and poured each of them a 

glass of the monastery’s own white wine.  Then David 

prompted Peter again.

“And what did you do next?”
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“I rushed over to him, of course.  We just stared at each 

other for a minute without even being able to get a word out.  

And then we realized we were being stared at as well.  The 

people at the other end of the gallery had noticed his sudden 

movement, too.  I could see that one of them was gawking as if 

he’d watched the whole thing.  Given what happened later, I 

think it’s likely that he’d been trailing us.  You know it’s far 

from unusual for the European governments to send someone 

to keep at our heels when we’re over there.  At the time, Jeremy 

and I just grabbed each other and ran as fast and as far from the 

gallery as we could.

“We ended up I don’t know where in Bruges, 

wandering through the streets.  There’s still a lot of the old 

state-era construction that was deserted and hasn’t been 

reclaimed yet.  The counts prefer to keep the population small 

around their seat of power, so they don’t grant permission for 

demolition and new occupation.  Plus it’s an obstacle for any 

foreign invader who might come that way in force.  Anyway, 

we ended up roaming around this sort of semi-parkland for 

hours, trying to appreciate the significance of what Jeremy had 

been able to do.

“We found no explanation for it.  The most he could say 

was that he had simply closed his eyes and pictured himself 

first in one place and then in the other.  Then suddenly the 

image grew much more vivid and he opened his eyes to find 

that he really had switched places.  The only thing such a 

description suggests is that the coordinate switching may be 

triggered visually rather than textually--that is, he must see the 

place in his mind rather than just think of it in order to 

accomplish the transfer.  I don’t think we really expected to 

find a solution, anyway.  We both knew that when the 

hyperdrive was first discovered it would not be explainable by 

any means and we would have nothing to do but observe the 

person who had developed that ability in action.
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“So with that little to go on the conversation very 

quickly drifted from how and why to what next.  Jeremy tried 

to replicate the first jump but he was too agitated to make it 

happen correctly.  What he did say at least was that his ability 

to visualize places had increased considerably.  He’s always 

had a good memory for details and this new change seemed to 

be intensifying that.  Which makes logical sense if the 

switching is visually based.  He will need to know exactly 

where he’s going if that’s necessary to trigger a jump.”

“I note your use of the term ‘jump’ now,” Father Fabian 

noted.  “The same as typically employed in science fiction 

dealing with the hyperdrive.”

“Well, if we’re going to call the person with coordinate 

switching ability a hyperdrive, we might as well go along using 

the rest of the associated imagery for familiarity’s sake.  Since 

the hyperdrive deals mainly with physical distance it’s not 

such a bad comparison.

“Then we got excited over all the possible uses to which 

Jeremy’s new abilities could be applied.  The planets that could 

be explored, the information in the past that could be searched 

out if time did turn out to be a coded dimension and therefore 

capable of rearward as well as forward movement, the 

potential for contact and exchange with other human races--we 

were positively giddy with distraction.  It was an indescribable 

moment.  All the adventures and dreams and fantasies, not 

only ours but those of all mankind, were suddenly taking on 

the shapes of imminent realities.  The feeling was that sort of 

intellectual drunkenness you can only experience when you 

learn something that changes your entire view of the world and 

its possibilities all at once.  It was, literally, inebriation.

“And that’s where we went wrong.  We should have 

known better than to go back into Bruges after that afternoon.  

The count’s agents were bound to be on the lookout hoping for 

us to turn up.  We should never have gone back into the city.  

The best plan would have been to strike out for the coast, pick 

55



up a fishing boat there and make our way down to Lisbon and 

then come here or to Havana.  Instead, we were thoughtless 

enough to wander right back into the city proper, laughing and 

talking like a pair of insane parakeets.  And after dark, no less.  

The inevitable asserted itself in a band of comital retainers who 

emerged from a side street.  Jeremy, so far as I could tell, was 

grabbed first and gagged before they hustled him off.  I got 

clubbed on the head and thrown down stunned.  They most 

likely expected that the local footpads would deal with me and 

didn’t want the trouble of taking two prisoners instead of one.”  

Peter shivered slightly.

“By retainers you mean--”

“Yes, liveried guardsmen of the Count of Flanders.”

“So there is absolutely no question about the level of 

state involvement, then.”

Father Fabian stirred.  “I see no way of explaining it 

otherwise.  Between your two accounts”--he nodded in David’s 

direction--“it seems very clear that the Count took the 

initiative, acted on the opportunity that presented itself, and 

then contented himself with an easy profit and a minimal risk.  

All the states are aware that our researches into the nature of 

the hyperdrive take a completely opposite direction to theirs.  

While professing to despise our lines of inquiry, they 

nevertheless keep them jealously in mind should anything 

interesting occur.  All the states, Flanders included, will benefit 

equally if any one of them obtains a hyperdrive.  On the other 

hand, a small state like Flanders would be in constant danger 

of forcible invasion if it kept something so potentially 

profitable and important on hand.  The Count seizes Jeremy 

and sells him to the City of Toulouse, which was no doubt 

willing to pay handsomely for him.  Flanders profits 

financially, the states as a whole profit from obtaining a 

hyperdrive, which they believe will aid them in perpetuating 

their system of life, and Toulouse profits from being the first to 

attempt to carry out experiments with a working hyperdrive, 
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with whatever spoils may fall to its lot in the process.  Rather a 

neat little scheme, from their point of view.”

“Until we break it up for them,” Peter said.

David arched an eyebrow.  “You seem quite optimistic 

about it now.”

Surprisingly, Peter grinned widely.  “But think about it!  

You know what Jeremy is like.  Well, you don’t exactly, 

Father”--this to their host.  “Consider how he’ll begin acting 

after the first shock has worn off.  All complaisance on the 

surface and hard angles underneath.  They have to handle him 

with extreme care because they don’t know what his abilities 

are yet.  We can count on him being sure to take advantage of 

that hesitance to make their lives very difficult without 

seeming to be plotting anything.  And then if his powers begin 

to develop further he can really start playing games with them!  

If he sent a message to you from far out in space and managed 

to integrate it seamlessly with your dreams, imagine the fun we 

can have on Mars!  The poor Toulousans won’t know where to 

turn.  They’ll be caught between us pushing one way and 

Jeremy pushing the other.”  He snorted.  “And it serves them 

right, too, for running off with my boyfriend in the middle of 

our trip.”

“Shocking bad form,” Father Fabian said in a plummy 

sort of voice.

Peter nodded.  “I had plans for the beach at Ibiza...”

“You can make up for it with a vacation among the 

more distant planets afterward,” David said.

“True enough.  The center of the galaxy is begging for 

exploration.  Just think how many habitable planets there may 

be there!  So many, in fact, that the locals may even have 

established a regular shuttle service among dozens of worlds!  

It would make our Mars route look like a test branch.”

“Rash man!  Have you forgotten your Fermi paradox?”

“Well, suppose they don’t yet have the hyperdrive 

either?”
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“For that matter, why would we get it first?”

“Maybe they have it and just haven’t gotten around to 

coming our way yet.  You remember that part about us being in 

the uncharted backwaters of the unfashionable end of the 

western spiral arm of the galaxy.”

“In that case they might potentially object to tourists 

turning up unannounced and slumming.  After all, explorers 

are generally expected to die in large numbers when on the 

job.”

“We’ll send home reports before the locals decide to put 

us in a museum as curiosities.”

“So you say.  Just makes sure you get through a good 

bit of sightseeing before you’re interrupted next time.”

“Now, that is the important thing.”  Father Fabian 

broke in on this exchange.  “Seeing.  Seeing and remembering 

and sharing for the good of all men.”  He placed his hands on 

Peter’s shoulders and looked deeply into his eyes.  The tender 

power of his glance could have shaken the convictions of any 

hardened skeptic.  “May I give you something to carry with 

you on this journey, to remind you of that?”

“But of course, Father.”

The priest left the room and returned in a minute, 

carrying a small wooden box.  From it he took a small carving 

of a harp.  The design was wrought in extreme delicacy in a 

single piece of green jade and hung from a seamlessly linked 

silver chain.  The priest unfastened this and placed it around 

Peter’s neck.

“This is for you and Jeremy both,” Father Fabian said.  

“Never forget the wonder of the things you are about to 

experience.  The universe is a great and divine mystery, but 

mysteries are beautiful things, not sources of fear.  They should 

inspire us.

“The ancients spoke of the music of the spheres in 

considering artistically the arrangement of the universe.  I like 

to think instead of the music of the strings, for that is now how 
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we understand the world: an infinite number of strings of 

potential.  And the notes that may be struck from them are 

altogether beyond human imagining.  Their number, their tune, 

and their placement we know not.  The whole universe is a 

harp for God; but by His grace your lover may soon be 

permitted to strike a few notes upon it for the transformation of 

us all.”

With that Father Fabian smiled and stepped backwards 

to the door again.  “Sleep now.  Tomorrow you will take 

another small step towards eternity.”  He raised his hand in 

blessing and was gone.

* * * * *

And in the morning, as a plane took off from the 

Petropolis airport and carried the two Marquesans northwards, 

a certain priest lifted the Host into the air while the children of 

Loyola prayed that all their worldly knowledge might be 

overturned.
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4
“There’s good money in empire building.  But there’s better money in 

empire wrecking.”

“Ah, welcome, gentlemen, welcome to Havana!  This 

way, if you would be so kind!”

David blinked.  The afternoon sun beating down over 

the Caribbean was blinding enough after the dim interior of the 

DC-3, which had vibrated its way up from Brazil, rocking them 

to sleep the whole way.  And being immediately accosted on 

landing by this dynamic Cuban who practically grabbed him 

and Jeremy and rushed them away from the plane did nothing 

to dispel his sense of disorientation.

This, too, was Father Fabian’s work.  That worthy cleric 

had radioed ahead to arrange for one of his connections to meet 

them on arrival and put them up for a few days while waiting 

for the next local flight to Kingfisher Station.  His arrangements 

resulted in the appearance of Don Esteban.  “A member of the 

National Assembly,” Father Fabian had assured them.  “And 

full of tales of Havana’s glories, past, present and future.  

You’ll be sure to find him entertaining.”

At the moment there seemed to be very little scope for 

their host to exercise his storytelling talents.  Havana’s airport 

was located quite close to the central city, with fruit farms and 

small gardens surrounding it.  In spite of a large number of 

arrivals and departures, it gave off an impression of quiet and 
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restfulness.  The runway was short for a modern city’s main 

airport and had never even been paved.  It was quite 

picturesque to see an incoming aircraft pull to a halt, a horse 

led up to the gangway, and a passenger step out of the plane, 

mount the horse, and immediately gallop off.  Such a picture 

was not exactly the way visitors commonly visualized the 

region’s most vibrant and powerful city.  But then, David 

reflected, it did not exactly need to be otherwise.  Havana still 

possessed one of the finest harbors in the western hemisphere, 

and the great interplanetary spaceport, the largest in the world, 

was well outside the city boundaries where there was space for 

even the most massive of the local ships to land.  Besides, the 

Cuban government had rigorously pursued a policy of 

preserving the quaintly anachronistic feel of the present city for 

decades.

The smallness of the scene did not, as it turned out, 

impede Don Esteban’s high spirits or flow of language in any 

way.  He overwhelmed them with a rapid string of queries and 

commentary while shepherding them and their bags away 

from the aircraft to a neat little carriage, where a highly strung 

Arab mare trembled between the shafts and inspected 

everything within twenty yards with an apprehensive eye.  The 

instant that Don Esteban so much as laid a finger on the reins, 

she darted forwards, sweating.  Peter, who had been the last to 

climb into the chaise, found himself lying face up between the 

seats with an excellent view of the cab rank, which was now 

flying by only inches away from his nose.  A blend of shouts 

both complimentary and derisive pursued them.  Far from 

being dissuaded by the popular reaction to his driving, Don 

Esteban rose in his seat and cheered the mare on some more.  

She doubled her pace and within a matter of seconds the 

carriage was gliding along remarkably smoothly through 

Havana’s expansive suburbs.
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“I see that someone, at least, has inherited the Italian 

penchant for reckless driving,” David remarked, checking to 

make sure that his Pliny had not gone overboard in the scuffle.

“Ah, but what would you have?” Don Esteban 

inquired, waving his hand gracefully at their surroundings.  

“All these broad lanes and no horses to utilize them?  It would 

be a disgrace to the natural splendors of Cuba.  Consider the 

aesthetics!  We must have fine, fast horses everywhere, 

otherwise our entire way of life would be incomplete.  

Consider also the economics of the matter.  Our horses are 

desired all across the Americas.  Would dealers and visitors be 

so likely to buy from us if all they saw on arrival were rows 

upon rows of animals caged in stalls?  Never!  It is the fire and 

dash so publicly displayed that creates the demand!  And think 

also of how large our city has grown.  We have no hovercraft 

here, you know.  With so much ground to cover some of us 

have no patience to wait upon the paces of a sedate palfrey.”

That was true.  Havana had been one of the first cities to 

ban all motorized vehicles within its limits.  The gaily colored 

antique automobiles that for many years had contributed 

famously to the local color had alone been exempted from this 

ruling, but few of them were still preserved, and those that had 

survived were only brought out on festival occasions.  It was 

equally true that Havana was one of the largest cities in the 

world, even though its teeming population was a mere fifth of 

what it had been at the city’s maximum extent during the 

nation-state era.  Some architects considered it the most 

successful example of the new philosophy that advocated a 

blending of urban and agrarian environments, which 

accounted for its extensive suburbs and broad streets.

“But the Italian connection may not be so far off as you 

might think,” Don Esteban rattled on.  “My mother was a 

Florentine.  My father was a great collector, you know.  Horses, 

mostly, but sometimes other things as well.  He often stopped 

in Florence on trips to North Africa and eventually crowned his 
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career by collecting my mother there.  In spite of the cruelty of 

time, it remains a grand city, full of delightful things!”

“Yes, the Florentia of the Romans,” David put in.  

“Later the most dissolute city of the Renaissance.”

Their host laughed delightedly.  “You suggest I inherit 

a predilection for dissolution as well?  How charming!  But 

then, of course, the good Father Fabian has sent you to stay 

with me while you are here.  I could not dream of putting him 

out.  So you will no doubt have frequent opportunities for 

judging my level of debauchery.  I doubt though that you will 

be terribly surprised.  We are much the same here as you are in 

the Marquesas.  The past is dead; let it lie.  Why be bothered?  

Besides, excessive restraint is incompatible with our culture.  

We are not those cold-blooded northerners with their rituals 

and taboos, after all.”  He crossed himself rather exaggeratedly.

The recent history of Cuba had turned out quite 

differently from that of her former neighbors.  Most of the 

nation-states of North America had clung to their pretences of 

organization and government and sunk in a sea of 

contradictions when the world changed.  Cuba, on the other 

hand, had bugled her defiance to the skies, as usual, and Cuban 

radicalism had then triumphed in a surprising fashion.

Somehow the First Commander had managed to seed 

the Cuban government with yet another variant of his small 

state theory.  The Cubans, after initial hesitation, embraced it 

wholeheartedly.  They unexpectedly selected a feudal model 

for their government, which nevertheless made good sense on 

reflection.  All the land in Cuba was owned by the government 

anyway as a result of the revolution.  Why not lease it to 

individuals for nominal rates?  The land could remain in theory 

the collective property of the people while still being managed 

and developed privately by them for their own profit.  The 

resulting land boom transformed Cuba into an agricultural 

nation with a substantial food surplus--guidelines that favored 

organic and sustainable agriculture were rigorously applied--
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and left the government awash in enough extra income that 

taxation could begin to move down a slow road towards 

abolition.  Cuba was still poor by global standards, but far less 

so than ever before in modern history because of its new self-

sufficiency.  And as the nation-state system began to collapse, 

Cubans could even congratulate themselves that their poverty 

was less dangerous than the rest of the world’s affluence.

It was about that time that Cuba took the other major 

step which would establish it as the leading power in Central 

America.  The Communist Party elected to move away from 

traditional Marxist-Leninist ideologies towards a more hands-

off Communism--towards genuine Communism, as a matter of 

fact.  Restrictions were quietly lifted and numerous laws 

abolished, with the exception of the creation of certain 

monopolies which the government retained to provide a source 

of income for public services.  Expressing disagreement with 

the government was also legalized.  The result was an 

immediate outpouring of verbal and written aggression which 

very quickly died down to a mere trickle.  The Party had 

suddenly grown a backbone.  It had realized the truth of the 

First Commander’s exposition: that people do not revolt when 

their bellies are full.  A newly prosperous Cuba, with a steadily 

improving quality of life, was not inclined to listen to the 

demands of reactionaries who wanted it to imitate the other 

crumbling Gothic civilizations.  The government and Party 

simply paid no attention to the complaints and gradually most 

of the population realized they had nothing serious to 

complain about anymore.  Cuba had changed from a 

totalitarian state to the most liberal country in the world next to 

the Marquesas themselves.  Everything was permitted, 

provided no one made a fuss or tried to destabilize the country 

as a whole.  Banking was unregulated and highly discreet.  

Gambling was legal, albeit mostly a government monopoly.  

Opiates and narcotics were grown and sold without any 

regulation other than the usual tariff on luxury agricultural 
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goods, and would no doubt have been a major source of 

revenue had there been much of a market for them.  Currency 

was backed by bullion on the same bimetallist system of the 

aureus and libertad that the Marquesas and Brazil used.

The most significant development resulting from 

Cuba’s deregulation programs had been the transformation of 

Havana into Earth’s largest spaceport.  The government had 

room to build after the depopulation which succeeded the 

disappearance of the nation-states, and unlike most of those 

states that still clung to life, it also had stability and money.  

The old Cape Canaveral site in Florida, from which the first 

interplanetary travelers had set off, was now nothing more 

than an overgrown swamp.  They had no local economy there 

to keep the region alive when government funding dried up, 

and in any case the facilities had only been suited to the 

primitive spaceships of the First Space Age.  There was little 

there that could be recycled to service the local ships designed 

by the First Commander so many years ago.  The obstructionist 

attitudes of the states had in any case hindered the operation of 

local ships from bases within their territories for many years.  

Cuba, which imposed no regulations or licensing requirements 

on spacecraft, had already begun emerging as a space power 

while the Americans and Europeans were still stubbornly 

playing with toy rockets.  After they crumpled up it stood 

foremost in the world as a provider of launch services, a lead it 

had maintained to the present.

The influence of charismatic leaders on Cuba’s politics 

was a thing of the past.  In general, Castro was now quietly 

regarded in Cuba much as Mao was in China: as a progressive 

and well-meaning man who hadn’t quite been up to the task of 

finding himself head of a country and responsible for millions 

of people, and who had bungled accordingly.  Ah, Cubans said, 

no doubt history would have been very different if San Ernesto 

had stayed with them and his mission had not called him 

elsewhere.  The erstwhile guerrilla leader had never been 
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officially canonized, but the Jesuits had nevertheless been 

receptive to the idea of using the reverence that Cubans still felt 

for him for the good of the Church.  It worked.  As for the rest 

of the government, the National Assembly still existed but did 

very little, while the Communist Party itself had become a 

tradition maintained from force of habit rather than force of 

law.  Cuba had learned to embrace the chaos and to avoid 

taking life seriously.

That much was already apparent from Don Esteban’s 

driving.  The appearance of the whole city contributed to that 

impression, though.  The Party had managed to have the new 

streets laid out broad, but that did not stop people from 

thronging them in at least three directions at once most of the 

time.  David witnessed at least three duels taking place along 

the route within the first fifteen minutes of their drive.  Once 

traffic was held up completely by a procession of men solemnly 

carrying a small tree on a platform across the street and down 

it a ways.

“You’ve got quite the metropolis here,” Peter remarked.

Don Esteban assumed a doleful expression.  “Vibrant, 

yes.  Thrilling, no doubt.  And very good for business.  But too 

crowded.  I assure you, it was not like this when I was a boy.  

Another few years and I may be forced to desert Havana 

altogether except for special occasions.”

“The old myth of the glorious past,” David observed 

with professional detachment.

“Ha!  A glorious past?  My dear fellow, how can the 

past ever be more glorious than the present?  The past we can 

experience only in memory and in ninety-nine cases out of a 

hundred, the memory fades rapidly.  The present we can see, 

feel, touch, taste!  The past is not nearly so wonderful a thing as 

the here and now, the excitement and deliciousness of living!”  

And to illustrate his point Don Esteban flicked a silver libertad 

to a vendor standing nearby and caught up an orange from his 

basket without so much as checking the mare’s speed.
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“There goes duel number four,” Peter pointed out a 

minute later.

Their host shrugged.  “Pure routine.  What else can you 

expect in a commercial center?  Fortunes are made and lost 

here every day.  Men grow fractious under such conditions.  It 

is far more common with us than with you, though, I 

understand.  Which reminds me--you both are proficient in the 

use of your weapons, undoubtedly?”

Peter shook his head.  Don Esteban raised a chilling 

eyebrow.  

“I’m an engineer.  I can make them, I don’t use them.”

“Deplorable,” the Don intoned.  “And you?”  He 

gestured in the general direction of David’s left arm.

“Reasonably so.  I know my edged weapons fairly well.  

It’s more fun to study history when you actually get to play 

with the toys it leaves behind.  And my marksmanship isn’t so 

bad either.”

“You are skilled with projectile guns as well as lasers, I 

hope.  They still use the former on Mars a great deal.”  David 

gave a confirmatory nod.  “I have never been there but my 

friends assure me that going heavily armed is customary.  Plate 

armor is even still in use.  It truly is the planet of the War God, 

the stories say.  Ah, well, for the moment I shall be content with 

giving you a few instructions while you remain with us”--this 

with a wave in Peter’s direction--“and then we can lay in some 

suitable arms for your expedition.”  He hauled with all his 

force on the reins and the mare barely missed a group of men 

in dark clothes.  “Barbarian missionaries,” Don Esteban 

explained.  “And us all good Catholics!  But such is the new 

Cuba!”

* * * * *

The new Cuba whisked by under David’s nose carrying 

a tray of drinks.  She was carrying very little else around with 
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her.  Waiters and waitresses at the Casino de Havana inclined 

to the small, lithe and nimble, and were adorned with little 

more than a few pieces of jewelry or perhaps a sash of some 

filmy material.  Athletic nudity fit well aesthetically with both 

the massive Classical architecture and the warmth of the 

Havana night.  Unfortunately, the gamers were oblivious to the 

artistry of the environment that surrounded them.

The day of the ubiquitous slot machine was long over, 

never to return, and normality had returned to the casino along 

with the rest of the world.  Cards were once again the 

dominant factor in gambling.  Dice and balls played a lesser 

role.  And unlike its European predecessors, the Casino de 

Havana also functioned much like a cross between Monte 

Carlo and Lloyd’s of London.  The tables were only the 

beginning of the excitement.  The management would readily 

open a betting book for just about any event in which guests 

expressed an interest.  David reflected that if that evening’s 

patrons knew why he was in Havana, they would no doubt 

swarm to place bets on which planet Jeremy would eventually 

end up exploring first.

Naturally it was a profitable enterprise.  Everyone who 

was even moderately affluent in the western hemisphere paid 

the Casino a visit sooner or later.  Its reputation and liberality 

allowed it to outshine all competitors.  The company was, for 

many patrons, as much an attraction as the gambling.  Sailors, 

pilots, and mercenaries from Havana’s spaceport always 

formed a large and colorful group of regulars there.  On rare 

occasions a Martian warlord and his suite would drop in to 

arrange a treaty or commercial agreement and then drop a few 

aureii at the Casino afterwards.  Europe provided its fair share 

of debauched landholders who shuttled back and forth 

between Havana and Monte Carlo.  The two Casinos had even 

arranged a regular direct air service between the cities to 

encourage this very profitable clientele.  The composition of the 

European contingent changed fairly frequently, though, as its 
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members either bankrupted themselves or died off at regular 

intervals.  Income in Europe was limited by land ownership for 

the most part.  Then, too, it was rumored that at intervals 

politicians from the United States would sneak down from the 

north to indulge discreetly in pleasures they denied to their 

citizens at home.  And every year or two the Emperor of Brazil 

paid a state visit to Havana, during which he and the General 

Secretary would take a few hours to explore the Casino floor.  

That was another unique aspect of the Casino de Havana.  In 

keeping with the egalitarian philosophy of the Communist 

Party, there were no special rooms for especially wealthy 

patrons.  Everyone gambled on equal terms.

Tonight the Casino floor seemed to have a strong 

Mexican flavor.  Some prominent patron had apparently 

brought a substantial portion of his private army with him.  

Groups of athletic young men, in white trousers and brilliant 

sashes, hovered around the windows and strolled casually 

through the Casino floor, never stepping far enough out of 

character to take more than a passing interest in the gaming 

tables.  Each displayed at least one elaborately ornamented 

laser pistol at his waist.

“Are the cartels holding a conference?” David inquired 

of Don Esteban, who appeared at his elbow bearing iced 

drinks.  “Or perhaps one of the barons is getting married?”

“Oh, hardly that.  The cartels and the barons typically 

keep away from Havana.  They have this nasty habit of trying 

to stick their noses into our politics, which we resent.  If they 

would confine themselves to being good agriculturalists like 

the rest of us, their presence would not be a nuisance, but they 

lack the good breeding to play such a part.”  Don Esteban 

sniffed disparagingly.  “Brutal parvenus with no consistency.”

“Now you sound a little like a Frenchman with his 

honneur and patier,” David needled him.  “Are you quite sure 

you haven’t a little of that in you too, in addition to those lively 

old Florentines?”
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“Praise God, no!  But, my friend, you perhaps think that 

I express an unnecessary disdain for the cartel barons.  I assure 

you, it is only a reflection of what we in Cuba feel about them 

in general.  Before the collapse of the states they had a 

magnificent opportunity to become leaders of the revolution in 

this part of the world.  They were awash in funds, they had 

successfully suborned the entire machinery of the central 

government--they ruled in the north and south alike in place of 

Mexico City.  And they threw the chance away!  They could 

have set up successful feudal states throughout half of Mexico 

had they tried, winning the loyalty of the people and 

introducing sustainable government just as we did here.  

Instead their history is one of brutality from that day to this.  

Ah, I assure you, we are not detached about this matter.  We 

feel it very deeply that the barons chose to indulge their own 

ephemeral impulses and become enemies of humanity, instead 

of joining us in support of the revolution!”  The Don drained 

half his goblet in his passion.  Clearly the revolutionary spirit 

still thrived in Cuba.  “No, no, do not be deceived.  No baron 

would dare bring such a gathering of armed men into the 

Casino.  Had any of them tried it we should no doubt have a 

ring of troops around the place now with the General Secretary 

and the mayor hovering discreetly nearby.  This is merely a 

local matter.”

“A retinue like that must go with a very powerful 

man.”

“Powerful?  Perhaps.  Potentially powerful, to be sure.  

But at the moment?  It is hard to judge.  Certainly there is much 

to be said in his favor.  And at the same time one hesitates.  The 

tale is intricate and complex, you must understand.”

“I’m afraid I don’t.  You are, unfortunately, more 

oblique at this moment than ever before.”

“The human past is oblique.  But cast your eyes around 

and see if you can pick out the man in question.  When you 
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have seen him, and appreciated his parts, what I have said will 

no doubt be clearer.”

David did just that.  Under ordinary circumstances it 

might not have been simple.  The Casino floor was crowded 

with distinguished men and women of every type.  Travelers, 

merchants, diplomats, inventors, soldiers, astronauts--most of 

them were something in the world and showed it.  Fortunately 

there was an easier way.  All he had to do was observe the 

movements of the men Don Esteban had said were his target’s 

retinue, and that should show him where the center of their 

attention was.

And it did.  There was a young man seated at the center 

of one of the more expensive baccarat tables.  He could not 

have been more than fifteen, yet he was almost ridiculously 

handsome, and he played rapidly and with absolute 

confidence.  His dark eyes glowed with a combination of 

tolerant amusement and supreme caution.  By comparison with 

him, the other players and even the dealer seemed clumsy and 

sluggish.  The unnerving thing was that he did not appear to be 

moving at all to create this effect.  He was frozen in an an 

imposing repose that was slightly disturbing on consideration.

“You have found him, I see,” said Don Esteban, 

watching an analytical expression appear on David’s face.

“Yes, I quite appreciate your vagueness in description 

now.  His presence is captivating and thus does not lend itself 

to capture.”

“Undoubtedly so.  He alone is one of the Casino’s most 

powerful attractions for sightseers.  I have been wondering all 

evening how long it would be before you remarked him.”

“I was preoccupied,” David admitted.  “But while his 

appearance does explain some of your hints, I still don’t grasp 

the whole story.  Who is he, to begin with?”

“Ah, now that is the beginning, the middle, and the end 

of the tale all in one.  He is the Prince of Iturbide.”
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“Iturbide?”  The name was vaguely familiar even to an 

ancient historian.  Then it surfaced.  “As in the heir of Augustin 

de Iturbide?”

“The very same.”

“Which would make him, in that case, titular Emperor 

of Mexico.”

“Emperor three times over, to be precise.”  Seeing that 

David looked puzzled, Don Esteban retrieved additional drinks 

from a passing waiter.  “Allow me to explain.

“Augustin de Iturbide, as you recall, was once Emperor 

of Mexico.  Very briefly.  He was, nevertheless, the only 

emperor of that country to have been such by election.  Or at 

least so his supporters claimed.  Later in the nineteenth century 

there would be another abortive attempt at monarchy in 

Mexico, this time under a well-meaning but completely clueless 

Habsburg scion.  That gentleman, the Emperor Maximilian, 

was ‘placed against a wall and pranged,’ as one historian puts 

it.  He left no children.  He did, however, adopt the Iturbide 

princes as his successors, thus uniting both the old and the new 

claims to the Mexican throne in the person of one claimant.  

That is where matters stood for two hundred years until late in 

the twenty-first century.  At that point the Princes of Iturbide 

married into the line of the Dukes of Moctezuma de Tultengo, 

who were descendants of Moctezuma II, the last of the Aztec 

emperors, thereby bringing that claim into the family as well.  

That is why the Prince of Iturbide can claim to be an emperor 

thrice over.”

“And from the looks of him I would guess that being 

politically unambitious is the last thing on his mind.”

“But naturally.  The chaos in Mexico has given 

opportunity to ambitious men for countless centuries.  None of 

whom have succeeded especially well in the long run.  

Unification of the whole country is of course improbable and in 

any case undesirable.  But the reconstruction of a smaller, more 

centrally located empire?  That much is quite possible.  It 
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would take money and management.  The House of Iturbide 

has grown steadily more wealthy and influential since 

establishing itself here in Cuba.  The Prince can afford to keep 

up a retinue such as you see here tonight.  And I can assure 

you that he does not lack for diplomatic ability.  He sits in the 

Assembly as well.  Invariably he is decisive and imaginative.  

A formidable opponent, however, in that he lacks any of the 

pretences of convention that have come to replace laws for the 

most part.”

“In short, you expect that he will openly proclaim 

himself Emperor before many more years have passed.”

“Mexico could do worse,” Don Esteban said with an 

eloquent shrug.  “But come, shall we explore the Casino?  At 

least we should amuse ourselves, since your poor Peter is 

keeping company with a book on swordsmanship tonight.  

Though how he could resist the charms of such a gathering as 

this I confess I do not understand.”

“Casinos annoy him,” David said as they made their 

way across the floor.  “He doesn’t like it that the mathematics 

of gambling are stacked against him.  Trusting to luck never 

was a strong point of his, either.  But I admit we of the 

Marquesas rather disdain to rely on chance.  We prefer to have 

everything arranged in advance, or at least to begin from a 

logical basis and proceed on one of common sense which will 

practically guarantee a good result in the end.”

“That rather works against you in cases such as the 

present one,” the Don pointed out.

“‘Only the pope is infallible, sire,’” David quoted wryly.

“Infallibility is a quality which we of the west are more 

inclined to attribute to the Superior General than the pope at 

present.”

“Which will just as infallibly lead you into a clash with 

Rome if you continue in such a vein.”

“Ah, but Rome is far distant.  Her interdict cannot crush 

us.  We Cubans look to our local clergy for guidance, not to 
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Rome.  Should she desert us, we can rest assured that our own 

ministers will not.  No, the only thing to fear is that the collapse 

of Rome’s spiritual imperium would lead to the collapse of her 

remaining temporal power as well.  The disappearance of 

respect for a strong church might lead to the Vatican being 

overrun, and that would be an irreparable loss.  What a pity the 

First Commander was never able to remove the archives!”

“He came very close, as you know.  And the spirit of the 

venture lives on.  Our librarians still lust after those collections 

and constantly weave plots as to how they could get their 

hands on them.”

By this time they had reached the colonnaded terrace 

that stretched along the entire seaward face of the Casino.  

Directly beneath its balustrade the waters of the bay broke in 

gentle waves on the foundation of the building.  As they passed 

out through the doors onto it a hulking figure stepped in front 

of David, barring his way.

“Lusts and plots, lusts and plots, that’s all you animals 

do in life, isn’t it,” the man said.  He swayed.  His exhalations 

made Don Esteban sway, too.  The glass clutched tightly in his 

hand had clearly spilled only some of its contents over his 

clothes, which looked coarse and poorly cut in the gentle light.  

The rest of the liquor must have made its way down his throat 

in none too moderate doses.  David glanced over him 

contemptuously.

“They are as good amusements as any others, don’t you 

agree?” he purred.

“Oh, sure, sure.  For a race of devils.  You destroyed the 

world, didn’t you?  Just so perverts and trash like you could 

flaunt yourselves.  Billions died.  You killed them.  And now 

you’re just thrilled about it, aren’t you?”

“Deliriously happy.  Being able to eat and sleep is very 

conducive to happiness, you know.”

This remark was greeted with a burst of honking 

laughter.  “Lusts of the flesh, that’s what it comes down to.  
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Well there’s more to life than that.  There’s tradition.  There’s 

standards.  There’s right and wrong.  There’s loyalty.”

“I’m sure your people have found loyalty very 

fulfilling.  Your immigration rates still reflect that, no doubt?”

“Why would we want immigrants?  They don’t matter.  

We’re the ones that matter.  We live better than anyone else 

does and we damn well deserve it!”

“No doubt a meritorious stance, but one which might 

be rather difficult to explain to the rest of the world.”

The man took another pull at his glass.  “I don’t need to 

explain anything.  Right is right.  And wrong is wrong.  And 

when you’re right you sure as hell don’t need to ask permission 

to do what’s right.”

“Manifest Destiny resurfaces in the midst of an ocean of 

cheap rum,” David said in a quite audible aside to Don 

Esteban.  A small crowd was gathering to listen to the big 

man’s ravings.

“Yeah, destiny,” he rumbled, waving the empty glass 

distractedly.  “We had a destiny.  We were the world’s force for 

good till stinking reprobates like you came along--”

“Enough.”  David’s voice cracked out in a commanding 

tone that was the very opposite of his casually amused speech 

previously.  “Of all the delusions of man yours is the one I have 

the least patience with.  There is no human force for good in 

the world greater than the individual.  Certainly no imaginary 

nation-state incarnated in a band of selfish scoundrels can have 

any effect on the good of humanity, far less so than that which 

even one free-spirited man can produce.  You sucked out and 

tortured men’s souls.  You enslaved their ideas.  And you and 

yours still do.  We gave them back confidence and pride and 

hope for a wonderful future, perhaps even a little kindness for 

their fellow man as well.  That your institutions which you so 

blindly worshiped died in the process was a fact too 

unimportant for us or for the rest of the world to bother 

regretting.  They were the most evil things man had ever 
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created on this earth, because they denied men the very right to 

be individuals, which is the same as denying them the right to 

be human.  Reprobates we may be by your moral code, but 

what does that matter?  We are free human beings, able to 

choose what we want in life regardless of any ethics but our 

own.  We are at least men.  And you are not.”

The empty glass came at David’s head like the horn of 

a rhinoceros, followed promptly by the bulk of the rhinoceros 

itself.  David stepped quietly to one side while his challenger 

rushed at him and blundered straight into the wall.  He turned 

to two of the Casino’s patrons who had stood looking on.  

“Gentlemen, would you be so kind as to permit me the use of 

your swords?”

As the northerner recovered his balance and wheeled 

around to resume his assault, a sabre flew through the air and 

smacked against his chest before clattering to his feet.  He 

blinked, dazed.  David stood a few paces from him, one hand 

resting almost languidly on the hilt of his own sword, the blade 

arcing ever so slightly between his hand and the floor under 

the gentle pressure he was subjecting it to.  He looked directly 

into the man’s eyes.  “Pick it up.”

The crowd wordlessly cleared a space for the duellists.  

In the background Casino officials circled discreetly, ready to 

interfere if the dispute threatened to spread onto the gaming 

floor.

They need not have worried.  The duel turned out to be 

highly anticlimactic.  As the northerner advanced rapidly, 

David flicked his blade up and feinted.  His opponent 

countered with a lunge of his own, hoping to overbear the 

Marquesan by sheer force.  David shifted forward and aside 

quickly so that the northerner’s blade touched his but met no 

resistance.  The man could not recover and stumbled forward 

onto his knees.  In a single fluid motion, David stepped past 

him, swinging his sabre in a backhand stroke.  The hilt collided 
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with the base of the man’s skull and he collapsed unconscious 

to the floor.  And that was all.

“Another diplomatic incident,” Don Esteban noted as 

they moved off after David had returned the swords to their 

owners with his thanks.  “No doubt that unpleasant man is a 

senator or something else equally vulgar.  His government will 

unquestionably complain to us after he complains to them of 

assault.  In return the Secretary General will be forced to reply 

that we decline all responsibility for the consequences to a man 

who visits Cuba for no other reason than to indulge in 

pleasures that he is actively engaged in denying to others at 

home.  They will sulk and threaten to cut off exports.  The 

Secretary General will invite the Chinese ambassador to dinner.  

It will all be most amusing.”

“You are a nation of sardonic Gallios, you know.  

Entertaining yourselves at the world’s expense.”

“And the world can well afford it!  But come, there is 

the director of the Museum of the Revolution.  I have promised 

to introduce you.  At least now I am confident that you are 

skilled in the management of your weapons.”

At the moment David was experiencing exactly the 

opposite feeling.  The Prince of Iturbide seemed to have missed 

none of the duel in spite of never having interrupted his steady 

play.  And that cool glance of appraisal was too self-assured to 

make him especially comfortable or confident.

* * * * *

“Duelling already?” Peter said.  

“Under the present circumstances, if an official of one of 

the nation-states appeared before you drunken and rude, could 

you resist using him for target practice?”

“I suppose not.  Now that you mention it, it would be 

almost unkind not to relieve him of the necessity of consorting 

with men whom he detests.”
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“A very generous point of view.  I hope that you’re 

making progress towards such a level of enlightened skill.”

“My head is bloody but unbowed,” Peter said ruefully, 

motioning towards the faint marks on his chest and arms.  

“Don Esteban is far in advance of me as a swordsman, I’m 

afraid.”

“He’ll give you the basics.  And of course we’ll have 

plenty of time to practice on the flight out.  Several months 

should go far towards making a swordsman of you.”

“Yes, that’s what he said, too.  He also wanted me to 

look over his weapons and get a feel for them while you’re 

gone.  He insists on outfitting us himself, swearing that for new 

customers to trust themselves to armourers is foolish.”

“That’s very thoughtful of him.  But where exactly am I 

going?”

“With me,” Don Esteban declared, materializing in the 

doorway.  “Come!  I think you will be pleasantly surprised.”

The first part of the surprise turned out to be a beautiful 

vintage Albatros jet.  Where Don Esteban had managed to dig 

it up, David had no idea.  Once these planes had been common 

everywhere in the world, but their military role had long since 

been filled by the ubiquitous Anteros fighters.  Nowadays, a 

twentieth century plane in working order was a true rarity.  

Fuel costs were high for those that remained, too.  The demise 

of large-scale commercial agriculture and the emphasis on 

cultivation for local consumption had made biofuels more 

expensive than their original proponents had ever dreamed.  

There was no longer any economic demand for them outside 

aviation and the few cities where hovercraft were common.

“My father’s work,” Don Esteban said proudly, noting 

David’s appreciative appraisal of the aircraft.  “As I said, he 

was a great collector.  Museums across Cuba have been 

enriched by his contributions.  This one he retrieved from the 

depths of Siberia.  The oligarchs have no use for these things, 

which remain hidden in their decrepit arsenals, yet they guard 
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them as jealously as their claims to sovereignty.  Some day I 

shall tell you the story of how he squired it away.  To conceive 

of it even a little, imagine, if you will, this very jet riding across 

the steppe at a graceful and moderate pace between a pair of 

highly bred Bactrian camels.”

David considered.  “That would take some 

imagination.”

“I neglected to mention the dancing girls.”

The Albatros shot up between the puffy clouds loitering 

over Havana and leveled out on a course to the north.  Off in 

the distance the ponderous forms of the local ships moved 

down in lengthy glides towards the spaceport.  David looked 

out of the cockpit and reflected on the nature of progress.  This 

had been a small plane by the standards of the old days, but by 

comparison with the Anteros it seemed enormous.  Even the 

cockpit was considerably more spacious, if inferior in the 

matter of visibility to the newer designs.  Still, there was an 

historic charm about this one.  The dials of the instruments 

were marked in Cyrillic as if the Cold War were a thing of the 

present.  Quite a thrill for the historically-minded passenger, 

really.

At least Don Esteban had finally discovered an 

environment that smothered his natural eloquence.  Trying to 

make himself heard over the intercom turned out to be an 

exhausting task and they sped northward in silence.  Soon 

David saw the first islands and shoals of a new coastline 

approaching and within a very few minutes they were over the 

North American continent.

Surprisingly, David had never laid eyes on it before.  

His interests had always lain farther east, and while the 

Marquesan presence in the southern hemisphere was strong, 

they avoided the north for the most part.  They had almost an 

inbred distaste for North America in particular.  Once these 

lands had represented the highest development of Gothic 

civilization.  Now they were little more than thousands of miles 
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of poisoned, littered wastes, home to the chaotic and unstable 

fragments of an unfathomably complex society.

Essentially the whole of what had formerly been called 

“Western civilization” had been redescribed as “Gothic 

civilization” after the collapse of the nation-state system.  After 

the world had changed, scholarship had revolted strongly 

against the preoccupation with physical factors that had 

characterized academics prior to that time.  Historians and 

sociologists now focused on the mental and moral aspects of 

history instead of physical factors.  Human thoughts, emotions, 

impulses, and social attitudes were regarded as far more 

important than the actions to which they led.  Actions were 

treated entirely as a secondary manifestation of the real life 

occurring in men’s minds and wills.

It was this change of focus that had led to the 

rebranding of Western civilization.  Present day historians 

traced its character and behaviors back to what was viewed as 

a unique--and frankly, slightly bizarre--cocktail of cultural 

beliefs that had drifted out of the Scandinavian and German 

mountain ranges with the Goths two thousand years 

previously.  Intermingling with the Huns and Franks spread 

the scope of Gothic intellectual influence even further.  During 

the fifth century AD, the Gothic domains, previously 

concentrated in western and central Europe, continued to 

expand by migrating down the Iberian and Italian peninsulas, 

thereby bringing all of the territories that would eventually 

compose the Great Powers of the nation-state era into the 

Gothic sphere of influence.  The establishment of Ostrogothic 

and Visigothic kingdoms in the former Roman Empire 

completed the first stage in the development of what would 

eventually be called Western civilization.

The generally established elements of Gothic 

civilization differed considerably from the claims to 

achievements such as writing and art and government that 

nation-state historians had tied to Western civilization.  Gothic 
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civilization, on the other hand, was defined by the distinctive 

combination of attitudes and outlooks it passed on to the states 

and cultures that emerged within it.  These included a strong 

form of nationalism to begin with, initially focused at the local 

level.  Goths displayed an exceptionally forceful sense of 

personal honor and rights, with varyingly wide definitions of 

what constituted injury.  In connection with this attitude, Goths 

often showed significant respect for authority and government, 

provided these were legitimized first by adherence to an 

established process.  It was significant that they focused on 

actions rather than results, on means rather than ends.  A 

disdain for mental achievements or strength and a preference 

instead for physical labor and courage was always significantly 

present.  Goths usually exhibited a tolerant sense of superiority 

towards other cultures, asserted in actions rather than words.  

This frequently manifested itself as an absolute conviction of 

their own ethical superiority over outsiders, including other 

localized Gothic cultures.  They accepted their view of the 

world as the only appropriate way for mankind to exist and 

rarely showed any interest in inquiring further or exploring 

alternatives.  And, of course, it had been within the Gothic 

regions that the nation-state, the modern army, and their 

symbiotic relationship had first evolved, in no small part due to 

the reliance of these on Gothic moral traits.  Local Gothic 

nationalism was transformed into the broader nationalism of 

the nation-states.  Their preference for the physical gave rise to 

industry and armies.  Their sense of superiority lent wings to 

an increasingly developed class system and eventually the rise 

of colonialism.

Some historians disputed such a broad classification on 

the grounds that these character traits were hardly limited to 

the Goths.  They pointed out that the Goths had never made 

inroads into Britain, for example, which would later show 

highly developed “Gothic” tendencies.  Instead, they argued 

that Gothic national attitudes were commonly found 
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throughout central Europe, in what would eventually become 

the states of Germany and Austria, and that all migrations out 

of this region contributed to the export of a particular ethos, 

not just those of the Goths.  While these claims were generally 

acknowledged, the term “Gothic civilization” had stuck and 

was now in general use throughout the southern world.  And it 

was as good a term as any for a general reference to the 

massive changes in how humans looked at the world, as well 

as for the subtle sources of those changes.

Whatever its origins, Gothic civilization had reached its 

high point in the transcontinental empire that had once 

belonged to the United States, and still lingered there more 

strongly than anywhere else.  That nation-state’s own 

boundaries had contracted steadily as the great powers 

crumbled under the centrifugal forces of localism.  Its present 

borders coincided most closely with those of the original 

United States at the start of the nineteenth century, contained 

by the traditional markers of the Mississippi to the west and 

the Ohio to the south.  There was some variation, of course.  

The de facto boundaries shifted frequently on the basis of 

conflicts between the United States government and its various 

opponents.  As for the legal boundaries, the American 

government astonishingly continued to consider that it held 

rightful sovereignty over the whole width of the continent, and 

that all other countries and jurisdictions that had formed since 

its withdrawal were in unlawful rebellion against its authority.  

It was a masterly piece of self-deception on a par with the 

British refusal to recognize Napoleon or the Chinese declining 

to acknowledge the existence of the Allied army during the 

Taiping Rebellion.

The other contenders for sovereignty were not precisely 

easy to pin down, either.  The former Confederate States had 

withdrawn in a body and restored their confederation under an 

arrangement that grew considerably looser over time, to the 

point where it was difficult to determine whether certain areas 
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actually acceded to the Confederacy or not.  At the very least 

political power was highly devolved.  This entire area had 

reverted to agrarianism with limited success.  Florida, over 

which their plane was now flying, was controlled in various 

pieces by local partisans and cartel barons.  The swamps had 

reclaimed much of it following the population decline, and 

some of the remaining inhabitants still retained a fiercely 

hostile attitude towards Cuba, a legacy from their ancestors.  

They even resented that Cuba had chosen to ignore the 

example of the United States and had thus survived and 

prospered when the world changed.

To the west, Texas had established itself as a republic 

with very limited resources.  Its prominent citizens, men of the 

most pronounced Gothic type, managed to establish a form of 

government that did little more than adjudicate squabbles over 

the ownership of land and water.  Though astute enough to 

disassemble the petro-cities and recycle their materials, the 

Texans could conceive of nothing to fill the gaps, and what was 

left of these survived as coasting ports, wilder than Havana but 

without that fundamental lawlessness that had made the latter 

a global center.  Texas, of course, still ordered its affairs on the 

basis of the ethical laws and taboos that had prevailed in the 

old United States, and was not intellectually progressive 

enough to step prosperously into the new era.  Farther north 

the great American deserts filled up the center of the continent.  

Overproduction had destroyed the Great Plains long ago and 

created an almost unbridgeable barrier between east and west.  

Here and there, where water was abundant and the land could 

still be flogged into producing enough for subsistence, city-

states had sprung up.  Each of these was fiercely independent.  

Some were even walled after the manner of medieval cities, 

with the fields lying outside the walls and the population 

retreating within them at the end of the day or when a raid 

threatened.  Each had an extremely homogenous population, as 

the city-states had, for the most part, emerged from religious 
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fervor and talk of community solidarity.  It need not be said 

that tolerance was not one of their specialities.

The Rocky Mountain areas had changed the least.  Their 

inhabitants had always held somewhat aloof from the 

remainder of the United States.  When the latter fractured, it 

made little difference to them.  Land was plentiful and not 

overused; ranching and mining, the traditional mainstays of 

life, could continue as before.  True, the cities and their tertiary 

populations had vanished, but that did not destabilize the 

overall structure of society.  They still called themselves states 

and governed loosely, ignoring the snappish claims of the 

United States to sovereignty, which it dared not press in any 

case.

It was near the Pacific Ocean that the greatest changes 

had taken place.  Once all of the southern California coast had 

been a single city, one of the most massive clusters of 

urbanization that mankind had ever created.  Now, 

cartographers with a sense of humor marked that area on their 

maps as Zamora, the land where every kind of thieves 

prospered.  The city lay in ruins and mostly deserted.  When 

their energy supplies had dried up, the original inhabitants had 

been trapped in a completely sterile land between the desert 

and the deep sea.  Starvation and plague had dealt with the 

congestion, and what those did not finish, the people who 

remained did.  Dozens of militant factions had always wielded 

power in the city, albeit not openly.  The crisis brought them 

out in the open.  They confiscated food supplies, fought 

pitched battles with the overwhelmed armies of the nation-

state, and established their own enclaves of control.  The 

carnage had been astounding and had eventually backfired on 

the triumphant warlords when they found themselves masters 

of a wilderness.  It took decades for southern California to be 

even slightly repopulated.  When at last humans did return, 

clearing away parts of the dead city to subsist on patches of 

ground less poisoned than others, fresh fighting broke out and 
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continued without a pause.  Cuba and the Marquesas had few 

laws, but California had none at all beyond the will of the 

competing juntas.  These tightly controlled the salvage 

industries and the export of the valuable minerals extracted 

from the seemingly inexhaustible ruins of the city.  China to the 

west and America to the east were both willing to pay for these 

and pay well.  And so California marched into a brave new 

world with the peasants and the lords alike treading 

nonchalantly through the blood in its overgrown streets.

David almost leapt out of the cockpit as a honeycomb of 

rusting steel flashed by a few feet from them.  What a way to be 

reminded of nightfall over Gotland!  Don Esteban apparently 

thought that an aerial tour of a ruined early-twenty-first 

century city was an appropriate way to entertain visiting 

historians, even those who were specialists in cities that had 

been dead for three thousand years instead of less than three 

hundred.  Nevertheless, David could not deny the 

impressiveness of the scene.  What with hurricanes, rising sea 

levels, depopulation, and tropical vegetation, Florida had never 

undergone the sort of systematic urban recycling that most 

other large cities had been subjected to.  People had left or 

merely gone on living among the ruins as best they could 

without serious efforts to clean up after themselves.  The result 

was a city of the dead such as science fiction authors once 

loved to paint.  The skeletons of skyscrapers, dripping with 

moss and rust, rose up on either side of the Albatros.  Others 

that had already given in to the poor design choices of 

architects who relied on steel lay strewn across the once 

crowded boulevards, or piled in mountainous heaps of rubble.  

As the jet climbed out and circled back around the old city, 

David observed what a strange effect the crumbling city had 

produced.  The Florida coast was flat and continued to be 

mostly featureless well inland.  But where the city had once 

stood it was hilly and undulating.  Generations of buildings 

had collapsed and been overwritten by nature.  The ruined 
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skyscrapers themselves rose from a vast, gently sloping hill, a 

tumulus where part of America lay buried.

The United States, of course, would vehemently deny 

such a claim if it had heard it made.  It was a land defined by 

its petty regulations and social self-righteousness.  It still posed 

as the most technologically advanced nation in the world, for 

whatever that was worth.  Computers and electronics were 

commonplace.  Americans had never accepted the curtailment 

of such items for the good of the environment, or come to the 

realization that they were unnecessary to experience a fulfilling 

life.  Alone among the nations of the world, the United States 

also refused to abandon fossil fuels.  Coal mines, hydropower 

projects, and oil shales were milked for every possible degree 

of energy they could provide.  The world’s only remaining 

industrial civilization needed power, and to advocate wind 

energy was political suicide in the United States.  The First 

Commander had advocated it and had successfully built vast 

electrical networks at his own expense across the world, and 

the present United States based its entire doctrine of existence 

on opposition to the ideas of the First Commander.  And as the 

years passed, and the latter triumphed in the minds of men, the 

weakened Americans grew more and more dogmatic, resentful 

and savage at the thought.

They did not want to admit they had been in the wrong, 

that their concept of life, with its awkward attempt to reconcile 

individuals with society, was an utter failure.  And yet, looking 

down from the skies on the ruins of their cities, it was 

impossible not to realize that they had indeed failed 

catastrophically.  This alone was enough to explain the new 

American attitude.  No man is so angry as one who must 

believe that something is true, yet sees evidence to the contrary 

everywhere he turns.

It was very much in this vein that Don Esteban spoke to 

David after they landed.
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“What we saw today was a body from which the life 

has departed.  What you will see when you land on Mars will 

be a reanimated corpse, kept alive through massive exertions 

and sheer willingness to believe in its vitality.  You will be 

surrounded by the same physicality, the same brute force, and 

the same selfishness that you could read even in the lines of the 

dead city.  It is a testament to how the states approach 

problems and to what they are pleased to view as evidences of 

triumph.  It will be an unpleasant, vicious environment.  Far 

worse than even the slums of Havana, for men there act merely 

as individuals, whereas in the Martian colonies you will have 

the collective conscience and resentment of a whole civilization 

acting against you.  They do not think as we do, and in that 

fundamental difference of thought lies your greatest challenge.

“There can be nothing conceivably worse than being 

forced to submit your own will to the will of others.  But that is 

exactly what the states wish to achieve: the submersion of man 

in men with no regard for anything but their abstract concept 

of nationhood.  That is what they forced upon the whole world 

for centuries; now their insatiable greed and narrowness would 

force that upon the entire system and as much of the galaxy as 

they can reach.  Their taboos--for what are their much vaunted 

laws but primitive superstition, possessiveness, and vengeance 

retitled?--are their only legacy to our universe.  It is not a 

worthy one.

“Praise God who created the three of you to put an end 

to their foolishness.”
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5
"This, then, is the cultural height to which we have attained. 

Hundreds of thousands of the healthiest, finest, most valuable forces 

in the nation are trembling from anxiety that chance, or a nod of 

Europe's rulers, malevolence, or a fit of Sadism, a Caesar-madness or 

a business speculation, an empty word or a vague conception of 

honour, will drive them to-morrow out of their homes, from wife and 

child, from all that which they treasure and have built up with so 

much pain and trouble—into death."

“All India Space?” Peter asked doubtfully.  “I’m not 

sure that I can survive several months of curry.”

“Nonsense,” Don Esteban declared.  “I have consulted 

my more travelled friends and they assure me that the menu is 

quite cosmopolitan.  Although if you care to divert yourself 

with the regional specialties there will undoubtedly be 

numerous opportunities for that.  Besides, the Nandi is 

positively the latest thing in I-ships.  It will be a fast voyage, so 

your exposure to curry will be minimized in any case.”

“Once space travellers worried over exposure to 

background radiation.  Now exposure to curry is the extent of 

our worries,” David put in.  “Consider what it would have 

been like to have traveled in the days of the Saturn rockets.”  

The three men shared a collective shudder at that thought.

Certainly the local packet that David and Peter were 

about to board bore no resemblance whatsoever to the 
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explosive toys of the First Space Age.  If anything, it suggested 

a cross between a twentieth-century airliner and the equally 

old Blackbird spy planes.  The fuselage was a long, wide 

cylinder, but with a bullet nose instead of a blunt nose, and a 

sort of broad chine rounded into each side.  Mated to the rear 

of the ship was a long, thin wing which looked more like a 

glider wing than a spaceship wing.  The empennage consisted 

of a V-tail atop an abruptly flattened afterbody that housed the 

turbojets, with the cockpit being housed in a streamlined bulge 

just forward of the tail.

This curious assortment of parts was the First 

Commander’s solution to the problem of short-range 

spaceflight.  The glider wing was the lesser of the two 

revolutionary concepts incorporated in the design.  Instead of 

the ballistic reentry profile used by early space capsules, or the 

near-ballistic profile of the Americans’ rather amusingly inept 

space shuttle, the local ships decelerated in the upper 

atmosphere and reentered at a slow glide.  While it often took 

thousands of miles and hours of flight time to bring them down 

to earth at such low speeds, this was an acceptable tradeoff for 

their essential simplicity.  The lack of frictional heating on 

reentry meant that the whole process was little more dangerous 

to the crew, passengers, cargo and ship than an ordinary 

airplane landing.  In addition, the reduced stresses on the 

airframe meant that ships needed no special insulation or 

cooling systems, an omission that offered significant weight 

savings and construction benefits.  Engineers had toyed with 

the idea of gliding reentry for years but never really bothered 

to implement the idea until the first of the local ships came 

along to show them how it worked.

However, the wing choice was secondary in importance 

to the ship’s propulsion system, which was the real innovation 

that had started the Second Space Age.  The local ships were all 

air-breathing spaceships.  The First Commander had solved the 

propulsion problem facing spacecraft by trading thrust for 

89



specific impulse in his design.  The turbojet or turbo-ramjet 

engines of the local ships were far less powerful than the old 

liquid-fueled rocket engines once thought of as the only means 

of getting into space, but then their practical fuel requirements 

were far less as well.  They fed mostly on ordinary air instead 

of heavy, corrosive liquids.  The First Commander had simply 

hooked the engines up to a pressurized air tank and a regulator 

so that they could continue to run in empty space.  Roughly 

ninety percent of the volume occupied by the local ships was 

taken up by a main propellant tank that stored air at a pressure 

of hundreds of atmospheres.  This was reduced to atmospheric 

pressure before being fed into the engines at the most efficient 

airspeed for their consumption.  Specific impulse was thus 

determined largely by the volume and pressure of the air tank.  

Even an early tank could offer a specific impulse of 600 

seconds, nearly twice what the old rockets could accomplish.  

And most importantly, the local ships did not even begin to tap 

into this until well into their flights.  Until they reached the 

higher levels of the atmosphere, they flew on atmospheric air 

through ordinary inlets.  The reserves were only used for final 

acceleration and orbital insertion.

The use of jet engines in spacecraft had, of course, 

changed engine design considerably since the early days of the 

local ships.  Once jet engines had been built to optimize fuel 

usage, since they could run for hours at a time on an unlimited 

supply of air.  Now they were designed to optimize air intake 

even at the cost of fuel efficiency, since the quantities of jet fuel 

that a local ship burned in the few minutes it took to reach orbit 

were a minor consideration anyway.  The modern engines were 

noisy, smoky, and inefficient.  They also worked simply and 

well in their niche application, which was good enough in an 

age of logic.

The design of the local ships had also gotten space 

colonization off to its first real start through indirect means.  

Since they reentered the earth’s atmosphere on a slow glide 
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and could run their engines on atmospheric air after 

descending low enough, the ships really had no need for large 

air tanks once they were in orbit.  So, some initial flights 

experimented with removing the whole tank as a single unit 

and leaving it in orbit.  The tanks were constructed to 

withstand high pressures, after all; they were amply strong 

enough to be left in space and linked together to form modular 

space stations.  A single tank offered more habitable volume 

than the entire International Space Station once had.  As long as 

care was taken not to interfere with a tank’s ability to 

withstand air pressure, fixtures, bulkheads and even floors 

could be installed within it before it was placed in a ship and 

filled, making construction once in orbit an even simpler job.  

And with the proper kinds of couplings installed on both ends 

of a tank, a number of them could be joined together into the 

shape of a torus, allowing the station to be spun up to provide 

artificial gravity via centrifugal force.

The result was rapid human expansion into the inner 

solar system at the same time that Earth’s own political 

institutions were deteriorating.  The new society that was 

emerging emphasized individual rights and efforts, and that 

coincided perfectly with the availability of cheap, efficient local 

space travel.  All sorts of new private ventures sprang up in 

orbit, on the moon, and eventually on Mars and around Venus 

as well.  If they found their wishes opposed or their 

opportunities limited on Earth, all that men needed to do was 

take to space.  There was constant demand for workers and 

innovators there and no authority other than the local 

commanders or warlords, who were individualists themselves.  

Natural selection had begun selecting with a vengeance.  After 

all, evolution results from individual achievements preserved 

and passed on, not from systematic group effort, and it was 

questionable whether any era of recorded history had ever 

offered individualism such opportunities as did the opening of 
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space.  Somewhere the First Commander is laughing 

hilariously, David thought to himself.

Their baggage had already gone aboard the ship.  Don 

Esteban, true to his word, had provided a small arsenal for 

their use: pistols, rifles, swords, even armor, which in the lower 

gravity of Mars offered the additional benefit of helping the 

wearer keep properly balanced.  Then there were portable 

radios, excellent maps and navigational equipment, and air 

tanks and masks as well, since the Martian atmosphere was not 

yet breathable, though safe enough otherwise.  And of course 

David carried a rather large sum of money in the shape of 

orders on the Marquesan treasuries, as well as other notes, 

provided through Don Esteban’s colleagues and drawn on 

European banks and financiers.  Notes from the Marquesas 

would normally pass almost anywhere, but once in a while the 

European colonies on Mars refused to honor them in fits of 

nationalism, and there was no point in hinting at their identity, 

either.

For the moment, Don Esteban was gently shooing them 

towards the gangway, which the stewards were preparing to 

withdraw.  He embraced both of them briefly but 

affectionately.  “Now go,” the Don said with a benevolent 

smile.  “Go and be memorable.  And my deepest admiration to 

Jeremy when you find him.”

Marquesans did not go in for long farewells.  The 

conviction that time is an enormous thing breeds an 

indifference to its passage and an assurance that goodbye is 

rarely forever.  David returned Don Esteban’s embrace, then 

stepped lightly up the gangway with Peter trailing behind.  The 

first officer standing at the top saluted politely.  “Mahavira will 

show you to your seats, gentlemen,” he said, handing them 

over to the chief steward.

These turned out to be very near the rear of the ship, at 

the junction of the wing root and fuselage, which made them 

the most luxurious seats on board thanks to the little extra 
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space gained by the fairings.  No local ship ever had more than 

two seats per row on each side, given the need to keep the hull 

design simple.  As a newer ship, too, this one also had been 

built with portholes for the passengers.  Early models had had 

no such thing, as the ports complicated construction.  The seats 

were the usual simple things of aluminium with four-point 

harnesses, in this case with cloth coverings instead of leather.  

The chief steward saw Peter and David neatly strapped in, then 

faded discreetly into the background.

Behind them the turbines began a muted howl and the 

ship began to tremble.  Noise reduction was another fetish of 

the old days that had fallen by the wayside.  The lack of jet 

traffic made high noise levels a theoretical issue for aircraft 

builders and engine designers.  Then, too, most jets were used 

on spacecraft, and sound does not carry in the vacuum of outer 

space.  No one really bothered about engineering for the short 

time that the ship would remain within the atmosphere.

David glanced over at Peter and saw that he looked 

slightly strained for the first time since Petropolis.  His eyes 

were wide and bright.  His body was tensed against the straps 

of the harness, as if he could see his destination ahead and was 

about to spring forward under his own power to get there.

“We are really going,” Peter finally said, becoming 

aware of David’s scrutiny.  “Mars!”

David nodded.  “Mars it is.  And Jeremy, too.”

“My beautiful love.”  For a moment Peter looked at his 

companion with an expression of youthful wistfulness.  “After 

secretly observing the unstudied grace of his movements, the 

most celebrated picture-maker of the province burned the 

implements of his craft, and began life anew as a trainer of 

performing elephants.”  Abruptly he smiled.  “Well, that is 

how I feel about him, you know.”

“I know,” David said, squeezing his hand.  “Ever since 

we were boys together.  And now we’re still all together even 

93



though the world has shifted around us.  Distance can’t alter 

that.”

Beneath them the entire ship vibrated more strongly 

and began to move, taking the first inches of its long journey at 

a pace scarcely greater than that of a tortoise.

* * * * *

An hour later the ship was ten miles above the Earth’s 

surface and Peter had reverted to his previous subject: the 

impermanence of the human condition.  Neither of them had 

spoken at all since David’s last remark.

“We’ve always had some warning, though, when the 

world has changed.  The shifts are less drastic for us because 

we expect them and are to some degree prepared for them.  

Our ancestors were prepared for the world to change when it 

did.  And we’ve been expecting the development of the 

hyperdrive, with all its attendant problems and advantages, for 

the past century.  But in the old days, the majority of the 

population wasn’t prepared for any alteration of their 

environment and resented it when it happened.  So I suppose 

the question is, does change actually occur if you’re expecting 

it?  Has our world really changed so much since we expected 

we would eventually reach this stage of development at a point 

in the future?  Or can genuine change only take place when 

your frame of reference has no room for adaptation?”

“It reminds me of how the First Commander described 

one of his early instructors,” David mused.  “He said the man 

was brilliant in a conventional sense but had the crucial failing 

of being completely unable to visualize human life as being 

essentially different from what he himself did in the course of 

every day.  The world that he saw around him was not only the 

sole way in which he could conceive of the world as existing, 

but also the only legitimate way in which the world could ever 

exist.  Had he been sent backwards or forwards in time, out of 

94



the age of the nation-states to a period when the normal laws of 

human interaction applied, he would have been completely 

unable to survive, mentally.  He could not have coped with a 

different framework of existence.

“So for men like that there would be change in the 

absolute sense.  The difference with us, though, is that we have 

come to think in terms of progress instead of change.  And by 

progress I don’t mean some mythical advancement to a future 

ideal state, a golden age of man.  I simply mean that we have 

realized our small place in the universe and are content to 

accept it, making the most of what happens, instead of being 

outraged that our values and customs and norms are being 

assaulted or overthrown.  In absolute terms, then, there is no 

change for us and ours.  What is written is written.”

“Except for Jeremy, who apparently can now do some 

of the writing.”

David groaned at that.  “The time machine paradox.  

The question of what happens if you go back in time and kill 

your own grandfather.  The retort to that is usually that it’s 

impossible to do anything that creates a discontinuity.  Past, 

present, and future all have to reconcile themselves.  Otherwise 

you get the end of eternity.  But given that we reject the concept 

of the impossible...”  He held up his hands in a gesture of 

futility.  “Who knows where it goes?  And to be frank, what 

does it matter?  If ultimately the shifts of time and space will 

not harm us, then we have nothing to complain about.  If 

ultimately they will, there will be little we can do about it.  

There are the great issues on which the universe turns, and 

there are the small things that each of us must cope with in 

daily life.  One involves us as a race, the other involves us 

personally.  It’s merely a waste of effort to try to find 

intermediate issues and then resolve them out on our 

insignificant little battlefield here.  That sort of grasping 

obsession with the not-quite-abstract is what distracted 
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mankind from its own existence and called nation-states into 

being.”

“Patriotism, you mean?”  Peter raised an eyebrow.  “I 

must confess I don’t quite understand the appeal of that theory, 

myself.  Attaching yourself to the fortunes of a piece of ground 

or a conceptual entity just because of your birthplace or 

ancestry is not particularly logical.”

David shook his head.  “Patriotism, in the old Gothic 

sense, is not logical.  Human beings, in spite of all our 

emotional complications, are inherently logical creatures.  

When faced with decisions we naturally gravitate towards the 

choice which promises the outcome closest to our strongest 

desires, the outcome which satisfies our wants most 

completely.  Under all the posturing we know to seek out what 

is reasonable, and for the most part our lives are guided by 

such automatic and invisible logic.

“Patriotism, however, is not logical, because, to begin 

with, it is not a desirable outcome in any sense but an 

emotional one, and not even then can it produce strong or 

lasting feelings in the majority of individuals.  It contradicts 

itself.  It seeks to arbitrarily restrict human emotion on the basis 

of random physical characteristics, and then expects humans to 

display ardent partisanship within that narrowly controlled 

range of feeling.  It simultaneously prescribes contradictory 

emotions and contradictory quantities of emotion.  A politician 

might draw lines on a map and say to his people that they are 

now expected to consider themselves separate from and 

superior to others who live across the new border, and that 

they are to swear exclusive fealty to his government.  They are 

told to hate and to love, to feel nothing and to feel strongly at 

the same time, all based on decisions that they did not make 

and which they do not care about.  That is patriotism, the 

devotion to concept over reality, and a generally profitless 

concept at that.  Is it any wonder, then, that patriotism had to 

be maintained artificially through the centuries in which the 
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nation-state flourished?  No form of polity previously 

demanded such strenuous, unrealistic emotional efforts from 

its citizens.  And so inherent human logic rejected it.  Hardly 

anyone ever cared enough about the nation to devote himself 

to its theoretical interests without prompting.

“Left alone, human logic will assert itself among 

multiple individuals by inducing people to form their strongest 

links within small groups: a clan, a paterfamilias, a guild.  Such 

a grouping is the most logical one, because it is from such 

intimate relations that men are likely to derive the most benefit 

for themselves.  Emotion, far from contradicting this pattern, 

reinforces it.  It is much easier for people to care about those 

they come in daily contact with than an intangible nation or 

ruler whose interests are not even aligned with their own.

“Nowadays, too, a second logical grouping of human 

allegiances has opened up.  Call them macro-scale groupings 

instead of micro-scale ones.  Instead of viewing himself 

primarily as a member of a small group, a man can think of 

himself as a member of the largest group we know of: the 

entire human race.  It is certainly logical, because all humans 

are undeniably members of a single race.  And it is an even 

more emotionally satisfying grouping for some, since they can 

consider themselves as connected to and virtuously furthering 

the interests of the race while pursuing their own special 

interests.  Evolution relies on the random mutations of 

outstanding individuals in order to make overall progress, not 

the concerted efforts of a group.  So a man can do just as he 

pleases while retaining the knowledge that his individual 

choices may contribute to the overall good of humanity, and 

while drawing emotional satisfaction from doing so.

“Unlike these mental states, patriotism had neither logic 

nor emotion in favor of it.  Few profited by it and only a 

narrow band of fools embraced it as satisfying.  It was neither 

desirable nor appealing.  It makes sense to attach yourself to 

your own community.  It makes no sense to attach yourself to 
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the fortunes of a person or cause you have no interest in and to 

maintain that allegiance regardless of where your interests may 

turn out to lie.  Hence the ultimate failure of patriotism.”

“Clear enough.  Some people, however--granted, not 

many of them but a few at least--do want that abstract feeling.  

Patriotism may not be logical, but it remains a possible 

emotional desire, and is not an emotional desire or need an 

equally valid want as something that is logical?  And if so, then 

where does logic stand?”

“Of course!  An intellectual or emotional desire is just as 

much a real want as a cold drink--but it can still be pursued 

logically.  It works precisely like that in warfare.  By this time 

we have given up striving to kill soldiers or destroy property 

on the principle that it will somehow lead to victory.  That, of 

course, is rather absurd.  Warfare is a mental state, not a 

physical one.  You cannot defeat an enemy until you convince 

him that he is defeated.  So the object of war, naturally, is to 

convince your opponent of that very thing.  Defeat is a purely 

emotional state.  But you can still devise a logical approach to 

creating such an emotional state, and you can even use 

physical means to lead up to it.  The only caution is to avoid 

getting so caught up in means that you forget your end.  

Providing you remember that, and maintain the distinction, 

you can easily pursue an emotional want with logical means.  

We can pick our targets at will, for whatever reasons we desire, 

so long as we remember to go about assaulting them logically.”

“So you say, then, that emotional desires are just as 

worthy as logical ones and can be pursued in the same way.  

Even patriotism.”

“Even patriotism.  Human desires are human desires, 

regardless of whether they are logical or emotional, and human 

beings are entitled to pursue their desires just as they choose.  

That capacity to choose is, of course, one of the defining factors 

that make up a human being.  But as patriotism is neither 

logically sound, nor emotionally drawing, it was never a 
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widespread desire capable of sustaining itself on the emotions 

of a whole population in practice.”

“I’ve heard you refer to patriotic armies before, 

though.”

“Yes, they’re one of the temporary applications of 

patriotism.  I don’t say that patriotism can’t occur in strength, 

or that it hasn’t.  The opposite of both is true, in fact.  What is 

universally true, however, is that it never lasts very long.  You 

see, armies generally come in three types: patriotic, mercenary, 

and conscriptive.  The latter two types embrace almost all the 

armies of history.  A mercenary army is quite simple.  Its 

members fight because they are paid, or because they are given 

the opportunity to plunder.  Profit is the main motivation.  A 

conscriptive army is somewhat more complex.  Its members are 

forced into the ranks, generally either by government order, as 

part of a system of feudal service, or as a way to redeem their 

status as prisoners of war.  They are usually hedged in with the 

threat of physical punishment or death on one side and the 

prospects of pay, spoils, rehabilitation, or survival on the other.  

The patriotic army is quite a different creature.  It is the 

product of a spontaneous outpouring of emotion which 

manifests itself in an armed movement.  Usually patriotic 

armies only emerge at times of national crisis, when the 

population as a whole feels threatened or is swept up in the 

enthusiasm of the moment.  These never last very long and are 

always small in size.  An abstract force like patriotism is simply 

not strong enough to hold them together.  And yet in modern 

times all nations have liked to portray their armies as being 

motivated primarily by patriotism.  It is a rather entertaining 

display, all told.”

“No one found it entertaining at the time, though.  

Their loss, I suppose.”

“Very much so.  The man who is unable to look at 

himself and countrymen as if he were a scholar who had 

suddenly discovered a whole new race of human beings to 
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whom he was indifferent misses half the humor and irony of 

life.  We can be a very entertaining species if we only bother to 

regard ourselves as such.”

Peter’s response to that statement was cut off by the 

appearance of a steward at the end of the aisle.  “We are 

preparing for orbital entry,” he announced.  “Please adjust 

your harnesses and take other precautions as necessary.”  For 

the benefit of All India’s global clientele, he repeated the 

announcement in five other languages before retiring.  There 

was a brief murmur as the passengers tightened various belts 

and straps and shifted expectantly in their seats.  Out of the 

corner of his eye David saw one man produce a flask and take 

a long drink.  He let off a sigh of satisfaction and offered it to a 

small nun in the seat next to him.  She bowed courteously but 

declined with a shake of the head.

At this stage in its flight path the ship was twelve miles 

above the surface of the earth, about as high as its wings could 

conveniently carry it, and was about to carry out the orbital 

insertion procedure that had been standard for over a century.  

Gradually its nose tipped downwards into a moderate dive.  

Even though the engines had been throttled back to idle, its 

speed increased considerably during the short time it took to 

fall two miles.

Just above fifty thousand feet the pilot brought the ship, 

now traveling a good two hundred miles an hour above its 

cruise speed, back up into a sharp climb.  At the same time he 

switched on the airflow feed from the internal tank and closed 

off the main engine inlets while throttling the engines to full.  

These simple turbines were not like the complex fan systems of 

the past.  Given a steady supply of air and fuel, they would 

accelerate and continue to accelerate until deprived of one or 

the other.  The ship was already traveling nearly six hundred 

miles an hour when the increased thrust took effect.  It shot up 

towards the distant stars, rapidly breaking the sound barrier as 

the nose slowly pitched up all the way to the vertical.  Having 
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commenced its orbital climb above half of the Earth’s 

atmosphere, wind resistance fell off quickly and the ship 

continued to accelerate.  In roughly thirty seconds the sky 

darkened and the curvature of the earth began to become 

visible to the passengers.

Five minutes later the ship’s nose began to tilt 

downwards again--downwards in relation to the surface of the 

earth, that is.  The engines continued to fire for the next few 

minutes thereafter, adding speed for the gradual spiral out into 

a higher orbit.  Their throb could be felt inside the cabin but the 

noise had decreased dramatically in the absence of an 

atmosphere to carry and produce it.  The air-breathing ship and 

its passengers accelerated into the vacuum of outer space with 

little more than a low thrumming being audible in the cabin.  

Finally the engines cut out altogether and there was silence 

around them.

The same steward as before floated back through the 

aisle, hanging neatly suspended above the floor.  His masterly 

altitude control indicated long experience with the illusions of 

spaceflight.  “You are now experiencing apparent 

weightlessness.  Please refrain from allowing foodstuffs to 

escape your control.  Also, please maintain a reasonable 

distance from your fellow passengers should you leave your 

seats in order to prevent accidents.”  He repeated the 

announcement in the same variety of languages and made an 

even more ghostly exit than before.

The man with the flask looked despondent.  His 

discreet efforts to extract liquid from it were not meeting with 

success.  The small nun next to him appeared to be 

transforming into a doe beginning with her large eyes.  From 

farther down the cabin came the sound of subdued chanting.  

Whether this indicated religious devotion or merely jubilation 

was impossible to tell, but David’s brain noted it down among 

the other impressions of his first spaceflight.

101



He himself felt slightly weakened by the experience, as 

if some of the power used to push the massive structure 

forward had been drawn from his own body.  Added to that 

was the oddity of feeling himself slowly oscillate back and 

forth between his harness and the seat.  It was a sensation 

similar to a rocking chair in some ways, but one that required 

no intentional effort on his part.  Merely shifting his body had 

produced the effect, and it continued without any effort on his 

part.  He looked over to observe a rather bemused expression 

on Peter’s face.  “How are you handling it?”

“It’s...strange.”  That was all Peter could manage to 

produce by way of description at first.  His mind was still 

processing the novel experience.  “Slightly disorienting.  

Almost like that feeling after the first glass of wine.  Or perhaps 

those lotus petals we used to enjoy...”  His voice trailed off as 

he concentrated.  “And yet the mind remains unimpaired.  In 

those cases the body simply thinks it’s experiencing something 

because the mind tricks it.  Now the body is actually 

experiencing something and the mind does not find an 

adequate basis for comparison.”  He shook his head briskly.  

“A difficult experience to comprehend.  But the view is worth 

it!”

David looked over his shoulder.  Below them the 

Atlantic Ocean glowed like lapis.  In the far distance a gray 

area flecked with green showed the position of the North 

American coast.  For the first time David was able to see the 

Earth as a planet, a whole planet, a single world, rather than 

just as discontinuous patches of ground and water, and he 

suddenly felt a tremendous thrill as he gazed down on it.  Not 

wonder, but anticipation.  He looked at Peter and read the 

same feeling in his eyes.

“How many other worlds like ours are out there?” Peter 

finally said, giving voice to the thought.  “And how many will 

we visit eventually?  How many will we float above and look 

down on like this?”
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The man with the flask seemed to have finally 

overcome his difficulties.  Restored to a state of equilibrium, or 

rather to a lack thereof, he lifted up a mellow voice in song.  

The strains of “There was a wee cooper who lived in Fife” 

drifted across the cabin.  The nun looked at him with an 

unfathomable expression.

* * * * *

“Harnesses for docking, please!”

The steward’s tone had taken on a much more abrupt 

note than it had held at the start of the flight.  Orbiting a small 

rocky planet in a piece of tinfoil while having to deal with 

mingled outpourings of elation at departure and second 

thoughts about departure from different groups of passengers 

can be very wearing to the nerves.  Added to that, the area 

around Kingfisher Station was a trifle crowded at the moment, 

which is a rare enough thing in space to cause attention and 

concern when it does occur.  David had even caught a glimpse 

of one or two other ships maneuvering through the porthole.

There was a slight rumble in the hull as one of the 

smaller turbines was switched on to correct their course.  As it 

made its effects felt, the ship pivoted slowly and the station 

swung into view, evoking cheers from some passengers and 

groans from others.

Kingfisher Station was not by any means new.  It had 

begun life as one of the simple torus stations made by reusing 

the disposable air tanks of the early local ships.  As it 

expanded, additional rings had been added above and below 

the original one, giving it the look of a stack of coins.  Later 

these had been encased in an external layer of cladding for 

added protection, which transformed its outward appearance 

to that of a simple cylinder studded with viewports.  A single 

shaft protruded above and below the cylinder along the line of 

its axis.  This provided the station with a point of rotation for 
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generating its artificial gravity and, by means of gimbals, with 

docking and access ports for visiting spacecraft.  It was towards 

one of these that their ship was currently headed.  Other ships 

already occupied docking positions along both ends of the 

shaft, ranging in size from the largest packets from Earth to the 

fleet of small shuttles that carried passengers out to the 

interplanetary I-ships, which rarely ever docked anywhere.

The station had a colorful past.  A large corporation had 

initially built it for conducting experiments and manufacturing 

in a microgravity environment.  After the collapse of the states, 

it had been claimed and briefly occupied by a couple of 

contending governments before being abandoned.  Several 

years later, one of the emergent families of warlords had taken 

over control, refurbished and enlarged it, and turned it into one 

of the earliest orbital spaceports.  The gradual stabilization of 

affairs on Earth and the explosion of interest in space travel 

made their fortune, but it also rendered various parts of their 

holdings fairly useless to them.  New stations were being built 

and expected by many travellers, while the progress made in 

terraforming Mars and taming various asteroids made those 

increasingly attractive locations for an ambitious dynasty 

looking to expand.  Consequently, Kingfisher Station had 

passed through the hands of several entrepreneurs and 

investors as a middle-ranked spaceport, slipping gently into 

the twilight until it ended up in the control of a gentleman of 

fortune who chose to style himself--to the consternation of the 

occasional passenger--Captain Edward Smith.  David knew 

from the intelligence department back home that the rumors 

alleging the good Captain Smith had won the station in a card 

game were completely untrue.  He had, of course, been in the 

pay of several of the Martian warlords, switching sides 

repeatedly and always managing to come off with something 

useful in his pocket until they began to weary of his histrionics.  

Through a combination of delicate pressure and a well-lined 

pocket he had then acquired the dilapidated old transit station 
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flitting around the Earth, and in a tribute to his favorite hobby 

had renamed it Kingfisher.  The Captain was a dedicated 

ornithologist.

The ship’s small forward engines began firing as it 

converged on the station.  It was already in the same orbit, 

ensuring that the directional adjustments needed were small.  

The most important part of the maneuver was matching the 

station’s speed exactly so the ship would hover directly 

beneath it.  To the passengers, the station seemed to grow in 

size with unnerving quickness.  Then its movement towards 

them slowed as they gradually came to a stop perhaps thirty or 

forty feet from the central shaft.  Above them, though they 

could not see it, a series of gangways and gantrys crossed the 

starry sky while the whole hollow cylinder containing them 

rotated slowly.  In a sense it was austerely magnificent, but in 

such a way that the austerity could never be reduced to an 

undertone.  Space was fascinating; it was not homelike.

A docking arm slowly moved out from the station’s 

central axis and made contact with the rear of the ship.  First a 

set of rigid trusses clamped into receptacles on the ship’s hull.  

Then the docking ramp sealed itself to the ship’s departure 

hatchway, accomplishing this by means of an airtight ring that 

screwed down over the hatchway.  The space between the 

hatches was filled with air to maintain atmospheric pressure.  

Finally the hatch on the gangway was opened and manually 

checked by the station’s crew for a proper connection before 

they gave the disembarkation signal to the ship.  The hatch 

would be resealed as soon as the passengers and their luggage 

were all off.  You do not take risks with air pressure in space.

David realized that the opening of the ship’s departure 

hatch had no more effect on him than the opening of an airliner 

door would on Earth, except for the odor.  It smelled cold, if 

cold can be said to have a smell.  It was not a pleasantly 

welcoming sensation.
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As he and Peter were seated at the rear of the ship, they 

were the first to disembark.  A steward unsnapped their 

harnesses and literally pulled them out of their seats into the 

aisle.  Here the smallness of their surroundings came in handy.  

It was easy to find some fixed point of support in the 

weightless environment.  With prompting from the steward, 

they guided themselves through the air back to the hatch, 

where the ubiquitous first officer was stationed again to 

observe their progress.  “Keep a firm grip on the handholds,” 

he advised them.  “And watch the personnel elevator closely 

once you get inside.”

The docking ramp really wasn’t a ramp at all, just a 

hollow pressure tube with handholds spaced at intervals along 

the side.  David found that making progress through it was 

effortless although a bit disorienting; it was like climbing along 

a horizontal ladder using only your hands and no legs.  It was 

only a few seconds before he shot out of the ramp and into the 

main shaft.  

It was only at this point that he began to really 

understand that the entire station was rotating.  Keeping hold 

of a handrail next to the ramp, where Peter presently joined 

him, David saw that the shaft and all its fixtures above their 

heads were slowly turning.  The docking ramps were attached 

to separate sections that could spin freely and adjust to the 

needs of the ships outside without sharing the momentum of 

the rest of the station.  It was a simple and satisfactory design, 

though a little disconcerting to someone who had never been in 

space before.  They were fortunate in that their ship had 

docked to the topmost port on the lower section of the shaft.  

They would not have to make their way past other docking 

sections in order to reach the main axis.

An arrow directed them towards one side of the shaft.  

The Marquesans obediently followed the handholds, and their 

destination turned out to be a human conveyor belt descending 

near the shaft wall.  It was a queer feeling, David thought, to 
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grab the handholds which formed part of the main shaft and 

feel his body take on the momentum of the station as a whole, 

not to mention the sensation of watching the docking section 

begin to rotate beneath his feet.  The process was not difficult, 

however.  He and Peter then turned their attention to the 

conveyor belt, which turned out to be a continuously rotating 

cable with handholds attached at intervals.  Each of them 

grabbed one as they came past, and they were immediately 

pulled upwards to the shaft’s central hub.

From here multiple corridors branched out to the body 

of the space station proper, exactly like the spokes of a wheel, 

with elevators running up and down each one.  These had seats 

with harnesses in which the visitors took their places.  The odd 

thing about these elevators was that they ran perpendicular to 

the central shaft, and David and Peter had to, from their 

perspective, turn on their sides to enter them.  This feeling 

disappeared, though, as the elevator descended the spoke.  

They began to feel their weight again and the harnesses 

gradually became less necessary to keep them in their seats.  

The artificial gravity produced by the spinning station was 

asserting itself at a ninety degree angle to the orientation they 

had started in.  What had been sideways was now up and 

down.  By the time the elevator reached the end of the spoke 

several minutes later, its passengers were experiencing full 

Earth gravity again, the product of a steady two revolutions 

per minute by the station.

That was also the point at which they experienced their 

greatest surprise so far that day.  Until now, space had not 

seemed especially appealing.  These cold, hostile machines 

orbiting in the wasteland between worlds did not give off the 

least impression of comfort or beauty.

And yet the world they stepped out of the elevator into 

was the world to which they were accustomed.  If anything, it 

was even more lush than the Earth itself.  High above their 

heads lights glowed discreetly in an arched ceiling.  The air 
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was warm, even tropical.  Instead of treading on aluminium 

plates corroded with the decay of time, they stood on an even 

carpet of grass that undulated slightly beneath their feet before 

rising in what vaguely resembled a limitless hill in the distance.  

There were even stone buildings covered with ivy set into the 

walls of the station at intervals.  A highly colored moth 

balanced itself on a fountain while a dilapidated but assertive 

cockatoo screamed in annoyance in a hedge.  The station’s 

interior design was completely unexpected and utterly 

charming.

“Now this is a bit of a culture shock,” David remarked.  

“The outside doesn’t exactly hint at all of this.”

“Oh, it’s perfectly normal,” Peter said from beside him.  

“Each station is a complete self-contained ecosystem.  It’s not 

just soothing, it’s practical.  Each of these rings originally 

would have provided a surface area of about four acres.  Now 

there’s eight of them in the series, so we’re looking at about 

thirty, subtracting some spaces that are otherwise occupied.  

And while that’s not enough to feed more than a couple 

hundred people under intense cultivation, the vegetation is 

more than enough to regenerate the atmosphere regularly.  In 

addition to that, we’re standing on enough soil to provide an 

excellent barrier against any radiation that leaks in from 

outside.”

Something large and green swept by them in the air 

before disappearing down the tunnel ahead.  “Are quetzals 

perfectly normal in low earth orbit, too?”

* * * * *

As it turned out, the quetzals were in fact the most 

normal thing about low earth orbit.  The bucolic atmosphere 

which the station aimed at creating never quite developed all 

the way, thanks to the crowds that thronged its corridors.  The 

lack of space was appalling for someone accustomed to the 
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roomy world that had succeeded the congestion of the nation-

states.  You could hardly expect otherwise in a transshipment 

point for the inner solar system, but it was difficult to adjust to, 

all the same.

In other ways besides their numbers, the crowds were 

very different from those that might be seen on Earth.  Much of 

the Earth’s population these days tended to be physically short.  

In some places it was due to the change in food supplies; in 

others it was considered an aspect of physical beauty and was 

thus selected for semi-intentionally.  Then, too, with the retreat 

of Gothic taboos and the gradual temperature increases over 

the past centuries, clothing had become less common on Earth 

as well.  Here exactly the opposite was true in both ways.  Most 

of the station’s visitors or inhabitants had either been born in 

space or spent their lives there.  They tended to be tall and 

slender physically, a product of the lower gravity 

environments in which they spent much of their time.  

Engineering could create gravity in a space station or even a 

small rotating asteroid, but it could not change the mass of the 

Moon or Mars or the planetoids.  And surrounded as they were 

by a cold, hostile environment, most spacefarers went heavily 

clothed and bulged with pockets and belts and attachments in 

all directions.

They were heavily armed, too.  David was delighted at 

the spectacle of a group of Martian mercenaries in almost exact 

copies of sixteenth-century Landschnekt armor.  The up-to-date 

cuirass Don Esteban had presented him with had given him a 

great deal of anticipatory satisfaction, but seeing a piece of 

living history like the mercenaries’ armor was infinitely better, 

even if not very impressive.  The armor which weighed nothing 

on Mars was somewhat unwieldy in Earth gravity and it was 

unsurprising to see the Martians gradually leaving it aside for 

everyday wear.  Sidearms were ubiquitous.  David and Peter 

had actually been approached by one of the station’s officers to 

request them to wear theirs, as going unarmed would make 
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them targets for some of the more opportunistic guests and 

could create incidents the crew would have to deal with.  As a 

result they were quickly becoming accustomed to the simple 

laser pistols that were the standard in space.  These were 

mostly unchanged from the original design by the Elphinstone 

sisters, a pair of twins with a fascination for lasers whom the 

First Commander had run across in his early days.  Instead of 

trying to destroy a target with a massive burst of energy, the 

pistols used relatively small lasers to drill neat holes in the 

target.  Ordinary industrial lasers had replaced the massive 

chemical systems previously thought necessary for 

weaponization.  It had been a radical departure at the time, and 

like all things strange back then, it had eventually emerged as 

the logical solution.

Captain Smith would have been another interesting 

study if he had been approachable, which was not the case.  

The man must have been sharp enough once to have survived 

as a successful mercenary captain.  But his good qualities had 

not lingered on in his dotage.  At present he was obsessed with 

his birds and his breeding experiments.  His highest ambition 

was producing a genuine blue gene in cockatoos by some 

combination of crossing and splicing.  When David tried to 

point out gently that Marquesan researchers had been working 

towards the same goal for decades with little success, the 

captain almost had hysterics.  He turned the conversation to a 

different topic and escaped from the captain’s quarters as soon 

as possible.  In the meantime Peter had been finding a 

distraction in discussing the station’s systems with the resident 

engineers and examining Martian transients on the mechanical 

details of that planet’s terraforming.  So, David turned to 

simply exploring Kingfisher Station for amusement instead.

It was while he was floating on his back in a star-pond 

that the first real challenge of their trip occurred.  One of the 

original novelty features of the station, it was a small pond or 

tub, variously described as either, that was set into a thick glass 
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bubble on the outside wall of one of the tori.  The station’s 

rotation caused the stars to pass in constant procession beneath 

the swimmer, along with sweeping views of the earth.  All that 

was necessary was looking down.  It was not a pastime for the 

nervous, though, since the sensation of falling into empty space 

could induce panic very quickly.  It was rumored that the star-

ponds on stations that had passed into more dubious hands 

were sometimes used for questioning especially nervy 

prisoners.  For some reason, David was not affected by the odd 

sensation at all.  Most likely, he thought to himself, because he 

got sidetracked with the sociological speculations of what he 

was seeing and couldn’t even focus on the present.  Oh well.  

A lack of disorientation is never something to regret.

There was a splashing in the water nearby, followed by 

the feeling of a pair of hands on his ankles.  They began pulling 

him towards the edge of the pool.  Leisurely, David raised his 

head to see Peter towing him ashore.

“There have been developments, as they used to say,” 

Peter remarked in answer to David’s inquiring glance.  “Two, 

to be precise.”

“How uncomfortable and unnatural.  These things are 

always supposed to come in threes.  The law of coincidence 

must assert itself.”

“You can have it out with Leon Gonsalez later.  For the 

moment we only have two to consider, one suggestive and one 

suspicious.”

David pulled himself to the edge of the pool and looked 

down to see the stars spinning beneath his legs.  “It’s an 

interesting play on the old phrase ‘the world at your feet,’” he 

mused.  “So few men ever reflect on what multiple worlds 

might mean to them.  What’s the suggestive item?”

“We’ve received a message from home.  Apparently the 

Count of Flanders’s head of intelligence recently disappeared 

and then reappeared, to tremendous fuss.”

“Kidnapped, of course.”
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“Apparently so.”

“Unusual but not unexpected.  Who wouldn’t love to 

get their hands on even so much as a local spymaster?  Any 

attempted list of suspects would be most notable for who was 

left off it through sheer lack of space.  They assume it was 

connected with our mission?”

“Well, the reappearance was followed by a flurry of 

encrypted radio signals between Flanders and Toulouse.  

Which further confirms our reconstruction of the path that 

Jeremy’s kidnappers took, but that’s by the way.  More 

interesting was the dispatch of a whole series of special 

couriers within a very short time of each other.  All going to 

Toulouse.  It suggests that Flanders was progressively coming 

into possession of urgent information that was too important to 

send by regular means.  And this is the biggest thing that 

Flanders and Toulouse have cooperated on in a very long 

time.”

“That sounds almost as if they were debriefing their 

intelligence chief about what he had been interrogated on and 

his memory was returning in stages.  Hence the succession of 

couriers, each carrying something new and time-urgent.  Yes, 

that would make sense.”  David began methodically 

disassembling a marigold flower.  “He had been interrogated, 

of course?”

“Oh, of course.  When recovered he had all the usual 

symptoms.  Exhaustion, confusion, slight loss of weight, pallor, 

and presumably extraordinarily exotic blood chemistry.  

Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“And we have no idea who was busy pumping him.”

“None beyond what the embargoes suggest, which is 

very little.  All of Toulouse’s current allies have been 

persuaded into grounding all flights to any destination in the 

western hemisphere.  They’re going positively batty trying to 

ensure that the skies in the west stay empty.  Which will 

probably lead to another war pretty soon if they keep harassing 
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the Breton alliances.  Oh, and there’s the fact that whoever took 

the spymaster either has ends to be served by his public 

humiliation, or a rather fine sense of humor.  They deposited 

him at his usual brothel after they had finished with him and 

left him for his underlings to collect.”

“Clever.  Rubs it right into the Flemish government.  It 

doesn’t exactly narrow our scope of inquiry, though.  The 

western hemisphere is a big place and you can still get there 

eventually by going the other way around.  And it’s not as if 

the Toulousans have any especial enemies in that part of the 

world.  Well, we can speculate all we like.  What’s the 

suspicious item?”

“Something much more concrete.  An American ship, 

believe it or not, has taken off from one of their bases and is 

headed straight for this station.”  While the Americans had a 

few old local ships, acquired by force of necessity, they still 

held a grudge against the technology and persisted in playing 

around with unmanned probes and satellites and toy rockets.  

For them to use a real spaceship was almost unheard of.

“That’s one piece of information that doesn’t exactly 

require an explanation,” David said with a grimace, 

unsnapping the top of his holster and springing up the ladder.  

News travels all the more quickly and is absorbed all 

the more rapidly in space for having no medium in which it 

can be transmitted.  The dull roar of sound in the close 

corridors was astonishing to someone raised on earth.  It was 

all anticipatory; most of the station’s inhabitants had been 

jetting about the solar system for long enough to know what a 

situation like this entailed, and those who hadn’t caught on 

quickly as the situation became apparent to them.  Spacefarers 

lived in the same sort of surroundings as the seafarers of old.  

Raids in force by opportunists were common enough to be 

expected.  Beyond that, each station, each individual ship even, 

was a self-contained political entity.  Interference by Earth-

bound governments was never tolerated, since the 
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commanders and warlords foresaw a quick end to their 

sovereignty should such a precedent be set.  A national ship 

casually ordering a station to prepare for its arrival was 

unprecedented, a breach of unwritten law and etiquette.  And 

yet that was exactly what the Americans were trying.  

Martian detachments were forming up at intervals, 

having retrieved all their armor from their baggage first.  A 

delegation of Tibetan merchants had produced prayer wheels 

from somewhere and those clicked continuously in the 

background.  Station officers were deploying armed 

crewmembers at various entrances to the station.  They all 

looked tense.  Kingfisher Station was only a transit location and 

not armored or heavily compartmentalized like some of the 

ships and stations the warlords used.  That knowledge was 

enough to produce an uncomfortable vision of what might 

happen if things turned violent.  As if to belabor the point, 

several passengers in light pressure suits and helmets strolled 

past.  No need to remind us all like that, David thought wryly.

He bumped up against an officer.  “Pardon me, but is 

Captain Smith--”

The officer cut him off in an explosion of wrath.  “The 

great booby is brooding on his nest.  He may perhaps waddle 

out to join his flock later.  At present his attention is more 

usefully occupied.  Yes, I know, isn’t he aware of the indignity 

that ship is preparing to force on us?  He’s aware but 

apparently indifferent.  The first officer’s taken command.”

The radio on the officer’s belt began squawking.  

Apparently it was tied into the navigation room frequency.  

“Kingfisher Station, this is STS-860.  We are inbound for your 

location, ETA five minutes.  Stand by to receive a boarding 

party.”

Somewhere in the background one of the passengers 

spat in disdain.

The station’s reply was delayed two minutes, no more.  

To men who are engaged in counting fractions of a second 
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under tension, that sort of delay may well stretch out into a 

much longer period of perceived time.  In this case it was time 

enough for at least one case of hysterics and a brief, almost 

bloody squabble between two rival parties of Martian soldiers.  

At least they had not used their lasers.  While the pinpoint 

holes those weapons drilled in virtually any material were 

much less destructive to spacecraft than the projectiles shot by 

traditional pistols, and therefore much preferred as safer on 

board them, this was not a time when the station’s crew could 

spend any effort in patching misses, however insignificant.

Finally the first officer’s voice came over the radio 

again.  “STS-860, I am afraid we currently have no docking 

ports available for you.  We are currently in transit to a higher 

orbit and have a full loading of passengers.”  This by way of an 

implied threat.  “Please detour to Galileo 14 where they have 

facilities available for your crew.”

The ship’s commander did not even pause to consider 

his response.  “Kingfisher, we are inbound for a search or your 

station under the International Convention on Combating 

Aerospace Terrorism.  This is not a request.  Failure to comply 

with our instructions will be grounds for the use of force.”

Had he been able to hear the hoots and jeers with which 

the station’s passengers received this message, the American 

commander might well have reconsidered sending it.  He had 

just breached perhaps the most unalterable law of the 

spacefarers’ code.  Once outside a planet’s atmosphere, ships 

and stations are life itself--not merely to their present owners, 

but to all potential future owners as well.  A mercenary who 

destroyed or even attacked a ship as well as its passengers was 

considered not only imprudent but also, and even more 

seriously, stupid, unreliable and suicidal.  It was held, and 

rightly so, that a man who would take away such a necessary 

means of life, which he himself might be dependent on for his 

survival one day, would not make a trustworthy associate.  

With that one announcement the American had gone from 
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being merely annoying and overbearing to being something 

worse than a criminal in the opinion of the adventurers’ 

community.  The feeling was all the more intense since at the 

moment they were largely at his mercy.  

No further messages were sent.  You cannot argue with 

someone who is convinced of a quasi-divine mission, and you 

cannot argue the fine points of jurisdiction under fire.

David felt the whole station vibrate very slightly.  “I 

hope that’s not the ice cap shifting.”

“More like the dawn of a new ice age if anything goes 

wrong,” Peter said.

“You seem very cheerful about the prospect.”

“Well, our prospects aren’t exactly spectacular at the 

moment.  The first officer is clearly preparing to move the 

station slightly, but that’s only going to delay the boarders.  

Kingfisher isn’t exactly equipped to deal with them.  Still, he 

has a few options and none of them are particularly 

experienced pilots.”

“Check to us.  We never anticipated the Americans 

jumping into the game.”

“Think they’re the ones who interrogated the Flemish 

spy chief, then?”

“It wouldn’t be like them to give him back after they 

were done with him.  They don’t have a history of giving back 

what doesn’t belong to them.  No, I imagine one of their agents 

in Toulouse sent over the information, and now they’re 

panicking and trying to get their hands on us so they can feel 

they’ve at least done something.  Plus they might figure they 

can swap us for launch credits later on.”

The station was shaking more now.  As it swept around 

in another rotation they caught a glimpse of the American ship 

through the viewports, a solid, almost imperceptible dark mass 

discernable mainly because it blocked out a patch of stars.  

There was a moan of irritation at that.  No spacefarer had ever 

painted a ship in dark colors, since visibility against the void 
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was sometimes important to survival.  But to the Americans, a 

military aircraft had to be painted gray for low visibility, 

period.

Another minute passed, and then the station jerked and 

swayed comparatively violently for such a massive structure.  

David even felt as if the gravity lessened temporarily before 

slowly strengthening back to normal.  The passengers 

exchanged looks of uneasy wonder.

Then the radio on the officer’s belt exploded with foul 

abuse.  It appeared that not only had the station’s second-in-

command altered its orbit at the last minute, making it 

impossible for the American ship to complete its docking run, 

but he had also managed to vent live steam from the reactor 

directly onto the ship as it passed beneath the station.  The 

steam had instantly solidified to ice crystals, some of which 

had adhered to the ship’s viewports, rendering the delicate 

docking operation impossible for the moment.  It was a long 

shot, but apparently it had worked.  The Americans were 

furious.

“Now what?” David said to Peter.

“Now they stand off and keep as near us as they can 

while sending men out in suits to clear the windows.  The 

chance that you’ll develop frost on the outside of your 

windscreen in outer space is so small that ships don’t usually 

have any equipment installed to deal with that.”

“Still, it’s only a breathing space.  Unless our worthy 

commander has something else in mind.”

That he apparently did was indicated by the sudden 

departure of a number of the crew into one of the maintenance 

areas of the ship.  Then, silence.

It was succeeded by the serving of a midday meal of 

cold pheasant for the passengers.  One enterprising merchant 

followed this up by producing a pouch of top grade damiana 

leaf while expounding to his captive audience the merits of 

making an Epicurean end.  The prices he was offering, he 
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insisted, would ruin him should they all survive this.  

Providing that he wasn’t carried off by the Americans, in which 

case he would have no cause for concern, now would he?  “El 

mektub, mektub,” David murmured somewhat cynically as he 

observed the man’s veneer of fatalism with its underlying 

assurance of safety.

Their section officer had gone back and forth through 

the ship several times, but he always seemed to return 

eventually.  At the moment he was lying face down over one of 

the viewports watching the stars and presumably trying to spot 

the American ship against their background.  All of a sudden 

his body stiffened abruptly.  He let out a whoop of satisfaction 

that echoed through the station’s corridors and barely died off 

in time for an incoherent shout from his radio to be heard.  It 

died off as quickly as it had come.

The passengers crowded to the viewport, of course, but 

by that time whatever the officer had spotted was beyond their 

range.  He was chuckling almost excessively to himself over it.  

Just as the passengers began to turn on him for information, the 

first officer’s voice came over the intercom system.  “Ladies 

and gentlemen, I have the pleasure of being able to inform you 

that the Americans no longer pose a threat to this station.  Their 

ship is disabled and they will not be able to board us.  You may 

return to your cabins assured of your safety.  Future arrivals 

and departures will proceed as usual.”

Someone in orbit outside the station would probably 

have heard the collective sigh of relief the passengers gave, 

even across the vacuum in between.

“It was a clever move,” the officer found himself 

explaining to those around him later.  “There’s still so many 

old satellites falling out of orbit in this part of the atmosphere 

that we have to keep an unmanned probe on hand to steer 

them away if they come too close.  Well, of course we have a 

listing of all those that will be passing within a certain range of 

our position, and we track them.  All our first officer did was 
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send out the probe to divert one of these towards the American 

ship.  The probe also planted a small charge on the satellite to 

break it up and ensure a hit.  And it worked.  The American 

ship was struck dead on and will be deorbiting in pieces very 

shortly.  I suppose it’s appropriate payback for all the space 

junk they put up here in the first place.”

“Clever, yes,” David commented aside to Peter.  “Good 

adaptability.  Still, it’s an unpleasant position to have to 

depend on maybes and off chances in order to carry out your 

designs.  We should have planned this better.”

“Planning isn’t exactly the order of the day,” Peter 

answered.  “He certainly didn’t plan for any of this.”

David looked up to see Captain Smith parading down 

the curving corridor towards the group of passengers, with the 

first officer trailing him.  The captain had an expression of 

offended dignity on his doughy face.  The first officer merely 

looked annoyed.  “Prim bastard, isn’t he?”

“Especially for someone who just about let his own 

country be destroyed, along with himself.”

“And the joy of it is that he seems to have his jaundiced 

eye on us.”

Sure enough, the station’s lord and master was headed 

directly for them.  Subordinate officers fanned out behind him, 

courteously shooing passengers away from the coming 

confrontation.  All the same, once he had lumbered up to the 

two Marquesans, he seemed to be unable to strike up a 

conversation.  His mouth opened and closed hesitantly at 

intervals, but he was not quite able to form words with it.  It 

does not do to offend representatives of a great power, no 

matter how much their presence inconveniences you.

Captain Smith managed to succeed in forming words 

on about his fifth attempt at speech.  “I believe you gentlemen 

are fully informed about the recent--attack by the Americans?  

If I may term it that,” he added hastily.
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David had determined he would not make this easy for 

him.  “Yes, their announcement was quite audible to everyone 

in the vicinity, I should think.  Apparently they wanted to 

randomly enforce some obsolete law belonging to a lesser age.  

Though why they should settle on your station, Captain, I 

haven’t the remotest idea.”  He practically caressed the man 

with his tone of voice.

“Yes, yes.  Deplorable.”  Smith grabbed even at this 

very thin straw.

“Deplorable.”  The straw broke.

After another series of gasps without sound, the 

Captain tried a different approach.  “Of course, it is most 

unusual to see an American ship in space these days.”

“Most unusual,” David agreed sagely.  “They are not a 

nation of born adventurers.”

“True!  Very true!  In fact, a hostility to adventurers is 

almost a key part of their culture, wouldn’t you say?”

“Undoubtedly.  But narrowness of mind does not make 

for greatness of achievement.  The intellect must range far and 

wide before the mere material body may begin to follow it.”

“Ah.”  This was clearly beyond the Captain’s own 

imagination.  He attempted to rise to the occasion.  “They 

follow close on the heels of real adventurers, though.  Even if 

only from hostility.”  David and Peter preserved a dignified 

silence.  “In fact, I wouldn’t be at all surprised if they were 

pursuing some adventurers all the way out here!”

“Wouldn’t you, now?”  There was so much of Captain 

Blood’s gentle irony in this remark that even Captain Smith 

could hardly overlook it.  He began to show fight.

“Yes, I have no doubt that there is someone on this ship 

the Americans view as an enemy.  None whatsoever.”

“Given that the Americans hold all who do not comply 

with their elaborate legal forms to be their enemies in principle, 

that description would apply to virtually everyone who has 
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ever travelled through space.  Don’t you think it’s a trifle 

broad?”

“Oh, I believe I could narrow it considerably if I put my 

mind to it,” the captain hinted.

“Really?  Bring it down to their level, in other words?  

How versatile of you.”

“And how versatile of you two to come through here 

instead of one of the main line stations, and to attract the 

Americans instead of--”  He paused, uncertain of whether he 

should finish that statement.

“Instead of--whom or what?  Do go on, Captain.  That 

dangling preposition is rather awkward.”

But the Captain was tired of David’s byplay and left the 

preposition to its fate.  “Never mind that.  I received 

information to the effect that you two would be trouble!  And 

you certainly have been!  Americans threatening to shoot at 

me?  I’ve never even heard of them coming up here to shoot at 

anyone!  The connection is pretty damn obvious!”

“Oh, so you received information, did you?  From 

whom?  No doubt one of your little birds makes regular trips 

to--shall we say, southern France?  And perhaps it is a golden 

bird?  With a golden apple in its beak?  But not an ordinary 

bird, by any means.  It is a very curious bird.  Insatiable, in fact.  

Its ear looms open like a greedy shark.  And sometimes it 

becomes amiable and conversational, too.  So much so that it 

forgets its golden apple entirely in the pleasure of speaking.  

Perhaps the golden bird of legend is really a golden parrot?  

And perhaps the good Captain Smith, the connoisseur of 

everything feathered, cannot resist listening to its song, to his 

distraction from affairs here below?”  

Unnerved as he was by David’s needling, Captain 

Smith was still able to raise his hands in the traditional gesture 

of negation.  “I have no quarrel with my passengers.  But if 

they bring their quarrels with them, it can hardly be considered 

my business to interfere.”
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“Is that the line you take?  Cudgel your memory, my 

good Captain.  Look back upon the days when you were a man 

and not a henkeeper.  Private quarrels are one thing, yes, but 

when did a station commander ever permit a private ship to 

threaten his own station in pursuit of private vengeance 

without instantly retaliating?  Never, certainly, since the power 

of the states was broken.  I can recall precisely four incidents of 

the kind this century, not including what happened today.  

And all of them ended just as today’s did.  Had the Americans 

come aboard as private venturers and then singled out other 

passengers as individuals they held grudges against, you 

would have been perfectly right to not interfere.  In this case 

the matter was not that simple.  You were not espousing the 

quarrel of another, you were defending your own life and your 

own right to life in the sight of the whole race of spacegoers.  

But you could not even be bothered to do that and left the task 

to subordinates from sheer disinterest--and no doubt the hope 

that everyone’s fears would prevail and we would be taken off 

your hands with a minimum of trouble.  How contemptible 

you must be in the eyes of your passengers, your crew, your 

fellows--even in your own eyes.”

“The lawless man dares quote the law to me?” Smith 

sneered.

“Law and custom are equally irrelevant,” David 

replied.  “This is merely good practice and common sense.  You 

have unpardonably interfered in our private affairs by failing 

to do your job as a commander, and you have flagrantly 

proclaimed to the entire system that you are not to be trusted.  

You haven’t even the gall to be a traitor or the ambition to be a 

spy.  You are merely lazy.  Thankfully, the affair ended no 

worse than it has.  You are fortunate in your crew, Captain.”

Soldiers of fortune do not easily swallow rebuke, but 

this one had to.  There was really no alternative for him.  

Except for indulging in violence to a subordinate.  “Yes, what is 

it?” the captain snapped querulously at a very young ensign 
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who had appeared uneasily at his side, glad of the new and less 

dangerous target.

“Sir, the Nandi has just begun signalling.”

David eyed the captain with a glance that made him 

flinch.  “I have the distinct impression that we are no longer 

welcome here.”
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6
“Dire is the horseman’s wheel...”

If the ancients had been able to visualize a Ferris wheel 

of massive proportions hurtling through space well beyond the 

reaches of Earth’s orbit, they would have been able to conceive 

something of the shape and proportions of the All India 

interplanetary ship Nandi.  And had they possessed the 

imagination and nerve to look farther, they would have seen 

men and women walking sedately through parks and pavilions 

within it, while the whole assortment sped on towards a planet 

which they had pronounced dead and unrecoverable.  But such 

things happen when humans raise their minds above the 

commonplace.  First they become conceivable, and then all at 

once they are the present.

The I-ships as a whole took their name from the first 

model ever tested, which had been called Isaac by the First 

Commander in a double jest.  It could refer, he said, either to 

the Biblical Isaac, whose offspring had gone forth into a strange 

land and multiplied, or to Isaac Asimov, whom he had 

unreservedly branded the greatest scientific mind of the 

twentieth century.  The latter name was perhaps the more 

practical reference, since the I-ships’propulsion systems had 

been lifted directly from Asimov’s novella “The Martian Way.”  

The only difference was their use of simple fission reactors in 

place of the exotic power sources that Asimov had envisioned.  
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Other than that, the principles of construction and operation 

were the same.  An I-ship created thrust by forcing superheated 

steam at extremely high velocities through its propulsion 

nozzles.  The higher the velocity of the steam, the more work 

the engine could extract from a given amount of water, since 

thrust in this case was a product of mass times velocity, instead 

of being dependent on mass alone as in a rocket engine.  The 

water source was interplanetary ice, run in from the outer solar 

system in large quantities.  It was all very much the same thing 

that the master storyteller had predicted to a population too 

ignorant to visualize the practical applications of his ideas.

As a result, the I-ship proper consisted of a propulsion 

capsule only.  This contained controls and limited crew 

quarters, the reactor, the exhaust nozzles, and the machinery 

necessary for disassembling and handling ice in space.  The 

remainder of the ship could be constructed in whatever shape 

was most efficient for the task at hand.  Those ships used for 

long-distance voyages or transporting large objects generally 

added a series of winches and cable drums to the propulsion 

capsule.  They would literally strap themselves to an orbiting 

piece of ice many times larger than the capsule and go merrily 

off with a power supply beyond anything the mainstream 

engineers of the twentieth century had ever designed.  The 

interplanetary ships used in the inner solar system, on the other 

hand, tended to be much more elaborate and offered full 

environments and gravity for their passengers.

The Nandi was a recent example of the latter design.  

The ship’s main body was a single hollow torus a full mile in 

circumference and two hundred feet in width, with five levels 

giving just over a hundred and twenty acres of habitable space.  

It was a space station beyond the dreams of what anyone had 

thought practical two hundred years ago.  And yet here it was 

heading towards Mars at a fairly rapid rate under its own 

power.  Unlike Kingfisher Station, which rotated as a unit, it 

was only the regularly habitable areas of the Nandi which were 
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spun up to provide artificial gravity.  These orbited around a 

shaft positioned at the apex of a four-sided lattice tower 

extending well beyond the cylinder.  The control spaces within 

the tower itself were weightless, but partial weightlessness was 

considered a fair tradeoff for easy directional control.  The 

tower also housed the ship’s reactor, burning away at thorium 

and uranium in a practically unceasing cycle, and providing 

the energy necessary to convert the great blocks of ice 

suspended elsewhere within the tower into forward thrust and 

speed.  By now about half the ice the Nandi had set off with was 

gone.  Outbound acceleration had already been completed and 

the ship’s thrusters would not fire again till the smaller forward 

units took over in order to partially decelerate the ship on its 

arrival at Mars.  Interplanetary flight paths never changed 

considerably or dropped into orbits if at all possible.  Instead, 

they slowed slightly to allow passengers to disembark in 

shuttles, looped around the destination planet, and used its 

gravity assist to send them off in their new direction.

At present, Mars was nowhere in the neighborhood, but 

then neither was Earth.  The Nandi was already some weeks out 

on the journey.

David was stretched on a divan in his cabin--if it could 

be called that--examining various maps of Mars attentively.  

The same concept had been followed in the Nandi’s design as in 

that of Kingfisher Station, with ample greenery and wildlife, 

but in this case it was less overwhelming.  The passenger 

quarters were a blend of outdoor and indoor concepts, the 

formal gardens of Persia or Dehli shot into space and nurtured 

under slightly subdued lighting.  Trees and shrubs blossomed 

at random out of elaborately tiled floors.  A stream flowed the 

entire length of the ship in a never-ending circuit, with little 

bridges crossing it and pavilions set on its banks.  Colorful 

sculptures and murals were everywhere.  It was almost a pity 

that you had to travel to the outskirts of the inner solar system 

to enjoy it all, but the concept behind the design was essentially 

126



a sound one.  Humans journey best in comfortable 

surroundings, especially when there is a psychological barrier 

involving distance that some of them need to overcome.

The curtain at the door parted and a tall, impressive 

man distinguished by a steel-gray beard and a royal blue 

turban stepped into the room.  “With your permission?”

“By all means,” David said, sweeping some of his 

reference materials to the side and making room on the low, 

cushioned platform that filled the place of chairs and beds in 

the simpler, less fussy environment of space.  Captain 

Uttamjodh Singh crossed the room and settled down onto the 

divan next to him without seeming to wrinkle or mar the 

elegant lines of his gray jumpsuit in any way, the very picture 

of dignity.  But dignity combined with strength and grace, 

David reflected.

“I have the pleasure of being able to inform you that All 

India has severed its contract with the--ah, commander--of 

Kingfisher Station.  We understand that one or two of the 

smaller lines are preparing to follow suit.  Again, permit me to 

offer our sincerest apologies for the indignity that you were 

subjected to while travelling under our flag and protection.”

“Captain, I assure you, there is no need to apologize.  It 

was certainly not your company’s fault or responsibility in any 

way.  I admit to being impressed, however, by how quickly 

and forcefully they have reacted, particularly in the absence of 

any formal complaint by Peter and myself.”

Captain Singh inclined his head slightly.  “As you 

pointed out yourself at the time, the violation of our 

passenger’s rights was a most unacceptable one.  No 

trustworthy ship commander would have ever permitted such 

a liberty to be taken with his authority.  Space is an anarchic 

society, but for that very reason it has developed norms which 

are defined by practical logic rather than primitive taboos.  

Though not a spacefarer yourself, your rebuke to the captain 

struck precisely the note that many of us would have tried to 
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achieve in a similar case.  It is suicidal at both the individual 

and racial levels to destroy our own means of existence.  The 

effects of one small loss may be far-reaching, as they found in 

the old days when the world changed.  Granted, the 

introduction of the Americans, who do not reason when they 

decide and who obey no laws but those that tend to their 

greater glory, made the situation considerably more dangerous 

than it would have been had you simply made enemies in 

space.  And yet that was all the more reason for the station’s 

commander to respond decisively.  You cannot persuade 

someone who does not realize the existence of your basis of 

persuasion.  It was most fortunate that you survived with such 

a mission on hand.  Their rage against you must be very great 

now, but their influence, as we saw, ends with the Earth.”

The captain of the Nandi had turned out to be in the 

secret, too.  At least, he had been aware of its importance in 

advance, and once a coded recommendation from Father 

Fabian arrived, David had thought it worthwhile to inform him 

more fully.  Of course, the existence of the hyperdrive was 

hardly surprising to him, and his confident acceptance was an 

incredibly reassuring feeling for men millions of miles away 

from home.  So far the Marquesans had been more fortunate 

than not in their allies.  It was almost as if the Middle Way that 

Talbot Mundy was so fond of prattling on about had actually 

sprung into living, breathing existence among the stars.

“And now we wait,” David said after a pause.  

“And watch,” Captain Singh reminded him.  

David smiled wistfully.  “So few people out here, and 

yet the threat remains.”

“A greater threat, in fact.”  The captain coughed 

slightly.  “As we understand it at present, the Toulousans 

passed the information on your itinerary--which frankly you 

did not keep secret to begin with--to the Americans via one of 

their various official or semi-official channels.”  Diplomatic 

relations between the remaining nation-states were neither 
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simple nor effective, even though in theory they were all on the 

same side in what they saw as a war for ideological survival.  

“They judged the Americans would panic upon hearing the 

news and react violently.  Obviously no one could expect them 

to succeed, but it was a chance, and a chance that cost the 

Toulousans nothing.  It failed.”

“Hence it is necessary to assume that the Toulousans 

have yet to make their first defensive move.”

“It would be unwise in the extreme to think that they 

are not prepared to deal with you two on their own and soon.  

Your friend Jeremy is still almost as far from Mars as we are, 

and taking into account the movement of the planet in its orbit 

and the somewhat higher speed of our ship, they will have 

only a few days to prepare for your arrival after they land.  

That is not a great deal.  They have no hope of discovering 

anything significant in that time and very limited prospects of 

being able to successfully conceal themselves or have their 

arrival forgotten in that time.  Like the states of old, they 

pretend to govern, but in many cases are helpless.  The 

freebooting nature of Mars affects even the European colonies.  

Even within their own cities you will have hopes of fighting 

them on something like even terms.  An arrangement with a 

local resistance movement, a convenient revolt, a bargain with 

a local official who would like to set up as an independent 

warlord--you may readily make use of their precarious and 

vulnerable position.  It is all the more reason for them to 

dispose of you in transit, when fewer questions will be asked.  

We of the spaces between the spheres are notorious for 

silence.”

“With the caveat that they will most likely wait until 

nearly the end of the voyage to do so, that is.  The last thing 

they want is their agents exposed in such a small crowd for any 

longer than necessary.”

“That is reasonable.  Provided that the Toulousans 

intend to strike directly at you.  They may adopt more gradual 
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tactics instead and strive to render you impotent over the next 

few months.  I have placed extra guards over the reactor and 

control spaces in case their thoughts should turn in the 

direction of sabotage or a coup.”  All large ships had these 

areas guarded as a matter of course to deter potential coups.  

“They are all men known to me personally for years, and I 

believe that the risk of betrayal is small enough to be worth 

discounting.  Subverting a ship’s crew is not the simple matter 

it appears to be to authors or politicians.  All men have their 

price, truly, but finding out and then paying that price is a task 

of incredible delicacy.”

“If we discount an outright seizure of the ship, then, 

that leaves us with slow methods such as poisoning to look 

forward to for the moment, and outright violence in the future.  

That in turn may take the form of outraged passengers stirred 

up against us or a single man with a gun.  And the difficulties 

of disembarkation.”

“Disembarkation will be your most vulnerable time.  I 

say this even in spite of knowing what remarkable possibilities 

long voyages offer for mischief-makers.  Brunel City, as an 

English, or British colony, whichever they are currently 

terming themselves, is generally in opposition to Volcaea.  

Nonetheless, I feel sure they would readily overlook their 

differences for the moment if Volcaea offered to pay them 

suitably for assistance.  It is far from unusual for the colonies to 

form alliances here with little regard to national policies at 

home, so long as they feel that their actions advance the 

national cause in the long run.  In addition, there is a sense of 

stand together or perish that is much more apparent in the 

difficult Martian environment.  Your seizure and detention as 

undesirables upon landing at Brunel City would pass largely 

unnoticed.  And once that was accomplished, the English could 

choose either to retain you as prisoners of their own or to hand 

you over to the Toulousans for a price.  In either case, you 

would be rendered harmless, which would be sufficient for the 
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needs of the Toulousans.  We must give some thought to 

smuggling you past the troops at the spaceport.  I shall send 

ahead to see what our friends can arrange.”

“You talk as if you were part of a resistance movement 

yourself, Captain.”

The Sikh’s eyes twinkled.  “We are all part of a 

resistance movement, my dear sir.  We all are rather partial to 

our lives and to free will, and therefore inclined to resist those 

who would turn us aside from enjoying them.”

* * * * *

Enjoyment for Peter consisted mainly of a daily lesson 

in swordsmanship for weeks on end, although it was doubtful 

to what degree he actually enjoyed it at first.  Certainly not to 

the same extent as David did, who was instructing him.  The 

long, narrow swords with their enormous steel bell-guards 

took a good deal of practice to manage properly.  As Peter 

grew used to handling one, though, he found his course of 

instruction growing simpler rather than more complex.  

Modern sabre technique emphasized fluidity, conservation of 

energy, and improvisation.  It was practically a dance, with 

each stroke leading into the next without break or pause, and 

proper handling of the sabre seemed to consist mostly of 

tossing it from position to position without letting go.  In most 

cases the momentum possessed by the sword in motion was 

held to be enough for a normal blow.

But the absence of the old rules of formal dueling did 

not render precision any less necessary to the swordsman.  The 

beginner is not defeated by the greater knowledge of his more 

skilled opponent; he is undone by not being able to read his 

adversary and respond in time.  Consequently, his blade may 

be elsewhere when his opponent strikes.  By the end of the 

twentieth century the vast majority of sport combats had lasted 
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only a matter of seconds each.  No one bothered to be precise, 

and this lesson was the one David wanted his friend to learn.

His own skill was backed up by that of the other 

passengers.  On a ship full of soldiers, mercenaries, and 

adventurers, accustomed to rapid changes of scene, the time 

hangs heavy and is passed chiefly in exhibition and instruction 

with various weapons.  No one loses a chance of becoming 

more skillful in his trade.  Peter thus had the benefit of a far 

greater variety of instructors than he would have had ready 

access to at home, and David took advantage of the situation to 

get in some practice of his own, too.

Gradually one of these men attached himself to them 

unofficially.  He called himself Hakim of Valladolid and earned 

the remembrance of everyone who came in contact with him by 

being unmemorable.  This was not due to some lack of 

personality, but rather to the fact that he was a contradiction in 

every possible way.  His grey eyes looked out of a bronze face 

that made their irises disappear almost into invisibility.  His 

frame seemed bursting with muscle but an observer would 

have had trouble pointing out any particular muscle or muscle 

group on him.  He had no ability for conversation but could, if 

prompted enough, display an intensive and exact knowledge 

of every populated place in the solar system, down to mapping 

them from memory.  And his imagination was unable to grasp 

the concept of other populated worlds, yet he could take 

relatively limited materials and create an abstract painting that 

suggested infinite possibilities to its viewers which he himself 

could not see.  In short, Hakim was impossible to understand 

and classify, and thus was unmemorable to those whose 

memories required neat classifications of their experiences.

At any rate, he was temporarily useful.  He was an 

expert instructor who came in quite handy for instructing both 

Peter and David in the more elaborate fighting tricks of the 

Martian mercenaries.  Most importantly, he was an extra set of 

eyes and ears for keeping watch on the Nandi’s other 
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passengers.  Not that such a watch would be sure to reveal 

anything, given that three men were setting themselves to spy 

on hundreds, but the chance of a useful discovery was at least 

increased by his assistance.  And Hakim could carry out this 

assignment without knowing the reasons behind it.  It was 

sufficient for him to know that his patrons were guarding 

against a potential threat.  How that threat had come about did 

not interest him.  Captain Singh, on being consulted, decided 

that they might as well take advantage of Hakim’s presence.  

Having selected patrons, he was unlikely to break with them 

unless discharged purposefully or seriously offended.  The 

mercenary community was small and highly gossipy.  A 

mercenary’s chances of employment depended very much on 

his trustworthiness as testified to by his fellows.  If word went 

around that he was in the habit of knocking off his employers, 

he would find himself being knocked off sooner rather than 

later.  People like that were not considered safe by the 

community at large, and thus were removed.  No, Hakim was 

a safe bet until he expected his patrons to return the favor by 

doing him a service.  But that, Captain Singh assured the 

Marquesans, was not likely to be an onerous one, and could 

easily be dealt with later.

About a month into the trip, Captain Singh visited 

David again, this time bringing with him an invitation to visit 

the Nandi’s forward observation room.  Though routinely open 

to passengers, it did not usually see much use for the simple 

reason that there was little to look at in space.  Preserving an 

air of mystery, the Sikh refused to say exactly why he thought 

this occasion was worth the trip.  He was even as insistent 

about it as an exceptionally polite and subtle man can well be.  

The pressures of time in space were not so great that David and 

Peter thought it worthwhile to refuse him.  The captain could 

be allowed his little joke.

As a result, they soon found themselves floating 

weightlessly in space once again, as the forward observation 
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post was directly above the ship’s axis of rotation and outside 

the artificial gravity of the passenger area.  Peter took the 

trouble to point out that this time it was genuine 

weightlessness.  There was no mass big enough to produce 

discernable gravity anywhere in the neighborhood.  David 

countered that from the practical standpoint, it didn’t matter 

whether gravity was real or simulated; as long as a downward 

force existed, human perceptions and practical mechanics 

functioned the same way, and in any case, “real” gravity 

remained something that had only been described, never 

satisfactorily explained.  So the engineer and the philosopher 

sparred for a few moments until Captain Singh floated up like 

a wraith through the access port.

“We shall be joined by some of the others shortly,” he 

remarked, floating lightly across to the viewports and 

contemplating the breathtaking mass of stars spread out in 

every direction.  “But I considered that both of you would 

appreciate the first glimpse of this landmark.  We are fortunate 

in that it will be unusually visible on this voyage due to the 

conjunction of our course with its orbit.  It is one which I 

believe you will find quite meaningful.”

“Which landmark is this precisely?” David questioned, 

not without a touch of dry skepticism.  “I’m afraid this 

neighborhood doesn’t look very rich in historical sites at first 

glance.”

The captain merely smiled and waved his hand in the 

direction of several telescopes set in front of the viewports, 

which were already trained on some object far off in the 

distance.

Peter, being more curious about the technicalities of 

anything this far out from the sun than his friend was, pulled 

himself over to one of them first.  David followed him and took 

his time focusing the eyepiece of his scope on the distant object.  

Just as it came into clear focus, he heard a sort of choking gasp 

of admiration from Peter.
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Personally, he could not quite see any cause for 

rejoicing.  The telescope was aimed at a piece of space litter 

which, judging from the distance involved, must have been 

massive beyond belief at close range.  From here it merely 

looked like a small round end table with exceptionally long, 

narrow legs made of metal trusses.  As the object shifted 

slightly in view, David got the impression that the plate which 

formed the top of the table had been heavily eroded.  The cause 

of the erosion was not apparent.

“It’s quite an achievement, certainly, to get it out this 

far,” he said after considering the object for a while, “but as it 

stands I don’t have a clue what its significance is.  Can one of 

you place it in context for me?”

Peter smacked him gently on the back of the head.  

“Context?  You mere philosopher.  That’s Blackbeard 3, isn’t 

it?”  This partially to Captain Singh for confirmation.

“It is indeed.  And to clarify that still further, I will also 

say that it is one of the discarded pieces of equipment from 

Project Teach.  Blackbeard 3 has quite a pedigree.”

Now that explained Peter’s interest.  David looked out 

at the discarded propulsion stage with new attention, for that 

was what it was.  How it had ended up here he had no idea.  

Strange things happen in space, and no doubt Peter would 

attempt to explain the orbital mechanics in detail later.  For the 

moment, it was just floating there, visual evidence of the 

triumph of reason over dogmatism and Marquesan culture 

over Gothic.

Project Teach, named with obvious punning and irony, 

had been the last and most ambitious of the First Commander’s 

schemes.  Simply described, it was an attempt to demonstrate 

that prevailing scientific thought was completely wrong about 

the speed of light being an upper limit on velocity within the 

physical universe.  And it had succeeded.  Using twentieth 

century technologies, Project Teach had propelled a small 

instrument package faster than light.  It had been long, 
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detailed, and incredibly expensive, but it had succeeded in the 

end.  The stage they were staring at now had been one of the 

nuclear pusher stages, copied in a somewhat modified form 

from the ancient American Project Orion.  David now realized 

the abrading on the steel plate had been caused by the 

explosion of hydrogen bombs directly beneath it, which had 

accelerated the plate and everything attached to it.  Earlier in 

the project large but otherwise conventional I-ship thrusters 

had been used as well.  Unprecedentedly close flybys of 

Jupiter, Saturn, and the Sun had given the package an edge 

with gravity assists.  Finally, when all the mass was stripped 

away, a very specialized set of ion thrusters had pushed the 

instrument package just past the edge of lightspeed.  The 

framework of the universe had not ruptured, the package had 

not flown apart because suddenly the whole was moving faster 

than the sum of its parts, and the thrust required to push it had 

not gone to infinity.  Faster than light travel was proven to be a 

simple function of mass and energy, nothing more.  Project 

Teach had demonstrated that simple logic trumps 

mathematical casuistry.  And Gothic science had raged in anger 

and died in impotence before a collapsing world could rescue 

it.

As for the instrument package, it was still out there 

somewhere, headed at high speed for the center of the galaxy, 

while the discarded stages still cluttered up the solar system 

and were pointed out as landmarks by the crews of passing 

ships.

A few other observers gradually drifted into the 

observation room to take a look at the passing monument.  

Astronomers, of course, with thick notepads and more theories 

regarding the stage’s orbital properties than could fit 

peacefully in one room.  The ever-present photographers, 

struggling to fit their lenses to the telescopes or to focus 

cumbersome telescopes of their own on the distant object.  A 

keen-eyed merchant from Arabia, who appeared to be a dealer 
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in scrap metal and made a few discreet inquiries of the 

engineers in the party as to the weight and composition of the 

stage.  The still-youthful proprietress of one of the most 

renowned brothels on Mars, returning from a recruiting tour 

on Earth, escorted by a continuously varying crowd of the 

more prominent mercenaries and soldiers on board.  And then 

there were the merely bored, who had no real interest in 

Blackbeard 3, but thought that a brief glance at it would help to 

break up the day and give them something to radio home 

about.

David found himself floating next to the captain, who 

had adopted the lotus position closer to the ceiling than the 

floor while his passengers clustered around the telescopes.  The 

Sikh looked at him inquiringly.  “It represents your own 

triumph, in a very personal sense, does it not?  For whatever 

men say about merit, till the end of time we shall always carry 

with us the reflected glory of our ancestors.  It is unavoidable.”

“I suppose it is.  But then, there are many of us to share 

the reflection.”  The fact of the matter was that virtually all 

Marquesans were descended in some degree from the First 

Commander.  That fact partially explained why the states still 

hated them so much.  It could be awkward to discuss, though.  

David changed the subject.  “What exactly do you think about 

it?  Not philosophically but literally.  What thoughts are you 

having about it right now?”

Captain Singh considered this.  “I should say that I am 

mainly curious as to who is using it at the moment.”

“Using it?  But it’s not inhabited.  At least it didn’t seem 

to be, and the location isn’t very favorable for habitation.”

“Oh, it is certainly not inhabited.  But someone is 

making use of it for all that.  The radio room is picking up a 

series of very powerful signals emanating from that stage.  

There is a broadcaster nearby who is putting it to use to reflect 

signals back towards Earth at a very high rate of bandwidth.  

What is more, they are encrypted signals, meaning that our 
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unknown is both talkative and discreet.  A rather interesting 

combination.”

“Powerful implies close, in this case.”

“I should perhaps have said, I am wondering which of 

the passengers on my ship has such a pressing need to 

communicate with Earth in great detail.”

* * * * *

Days passed into weeks and weeks into months.  

Tempers grew keener.  Mars swelled in the apertures of the 

ship’s telescopes and at last became visible and huge to the 

naked eye.  And the two travellers paid greater and greater 

attention to the details that surrounded them.

Then time, which had slowed for a while, began to 

accelerate once more.

It was a very slight mistake, but enough to prove useful.  

At the time David only had a dim recollection of hearing a 

rustling sound that penetrated vaguely into the recesses of his 

dreams.  Later he found that the pile of papers he had placed 

on a low table by the divan in his cabin had been pushed over 

onto the floor, explaining the noise.  Thankfully no one had 

ever manufactured an inherently quiet paper.

As it happened, David was given no chance to reflect on 

exactly how he was aroused until long afterwards.  Something 

stirred him in his sleep without fully bringing him back to 

consciousness.  Then a pair of hands clamped down on his 

wrists and he was fully awake on the instant.  He saw and felt 

a dark figure trying to swing itself astride his waist, and 

immediately snapped his knees in towards his chest.  They 

caught the intruder in the small of the back, pitching him 

forward.  David felt the grip on his wrists lessen and pulled 

them free.  Another hand, presumably belonging to a second 

attacker, grabbed at his arm but missed.  As the first assailant 

tried to recover his position and throttle him, David wasted no 
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time with grappling.  A single strike to the fellow’s jaw threw 

him off balance, and David then seized his jacket--he seemed to 

be wearing an ordinary jumpsuit, standard spacefarer garb--

and threw him completely aside.  He started to rise, but his 

second assailant jumped in again and struck him on the head 

with something heavy.  David let out a bellow of rage and 

kicked out with both feet as he slumped back on the divan, 

feeling them make contact with a body.  For a minute he lay 

there, gathering his wits from the blow, but the attack was not 

resumed.  No doubt his shout as much as his resistance had 

driven them off.  Cries and noise at all hours are far from 

unheard of on a deep space liner; still, for men in their position, 

it was a risk not worth taking.

Rising gingerly, David crossed the room and turned on 

the light.  His late visitors appeared to have left no traces apart 

from the overturned papers and the tender patch on his head.  

Still, there was no way of knowing whether he had been first 

on their list or not, and whether someone else might have more 

to offer in the way of evidence against them.  He stepped out 

through the curtain and into Peter’s cabin next door just to 

make sure.  And then he halted abruptly as anger washed over 

him.

Peter was lying flat on his back, his eyes staring into 

nothing, his body twitching.  A faint moan emanated from his 

slightly open mouth, and a narrow bead of saliva had formed 

down the side of his cheek.  His pulse was hammering so fast 

that his temples twitched visibly in the full light.

David spun around and leapt out into the ship’s central 

corridor.  Among all the water features and little gardens, there 

were large gongs spaced at intervals throughout the entire 

vessel.  These were its aesthetically-pleasing version of an 

alarm system.  He grabbed up the hammer and laid into the 

gong with a passion.  Its roar filled the ship and in seconds 

armed men poured out into the corridor, standing near their 

cabin doors with weapons in hand, prepared to react to the 
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situation as it developed.  But he did not stop beating at the 

gong until he saw a uniformed officer racing towards him.

“Get the captain and a medic down here now!” David 

shouted at the officer before he had a chance to speak.  “My 

friend in the next cabin!  Poisoned!”

He turned and made his way back to the cabin while 

the officer seized his radio and began making calls.  The air 

around him was filling with uneasy murmurs.  A loose 

poisoner is not a pleasant contingency to contemplate on a 

spaceship still weeks away from a sparsely inhabited planet.  

Passengers fingered their weapons and conversed in curt 

snippets.  David, however, heard this all as a subdued hum in 

the background.  His veins were swelling as he looked down at 

Peter, his body filling with cold rage at whoever had hurt his 

friend and taken advantage of their incaution.  And he was 

afraid, too.  To a Marquesan and an Investigator, fear is an 

uncommon sensation, whose presence is as frightening as the 

feeling itself.

Within three minutes Captain Singh appeared, having 

already been awake and moving about in another part of the 

ship.  The ship’s doctor had been summoned too but had not 

yet arrived.  David explained everything in a few condensed 

sentences while the captain knelt by Peter’s side and examined 

his body.

Finally he looked up from his inspection with a 

sorrowful expression.  “There is nothing we can do.  He will 

recover shortly, for the most part.  But I regret beyond words 

that he should have been subjected to this.”

“You know the cause.”

“Unfortunately so.  You did not smell the traces of it in 

the air?”  David shook his head.  “Without a doubt, he has been 

drugged with the diviner’s sage.”

“I am not familiar with it.”

Captain Singh sighed soberly.  “The diviner’s sage is a 

plant also known as salvia divinorum.  It is perhaps the most 
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powerful and dangerous of the entheogens.  Even in moderate 

doses it is something to be used with extreme caution by 

students of the spiritual and occult.  In strong doses--and I can 

assure you that highly concentrated extracts are commonplace 

in space--it is a tool and weapon more feared than anything 

else by men of our profession.  It does not kill, at least not of 

itself.  It does not even have especially drastic physical 

consequences.  But it alters reality.  It changes concepts of 

vision, hearing, matter, time, even of being and existence, often 

accompanied by sensations of pain and persecution.  Forces 

and other invisibles become visible to a man under its 

influence.  And the most dangerous thing about the drug is 

that in the overwhelming majority of cases, almost in every 

case when a powerful dose is administered, the effects take 

place in a frame of horror and evil.  The body lies helpless 

while the mind roams in a world of pure terror, dominated by 

immaterial entities whose existence, if they indeed have one, is 

utterly beyond human senses.  The fragility and constant 

fluxion of the universe is revealed in stark clarity.  Because of 

this, the diviner’s sage in strong doses, with repeated 

applications, can kill its victim without causing any 

particularly noticeable physiological effect.  It kills men with 

fright.  Used in lesser amounts, naturally, it produces 

permanent insanity.

“The only individuals who find any use for this power 

are those who desire to torture human souls.  The rack and 

sodium thiopental have no utility at all compared to the 

diviner’s sage.  It has a far greater ability to cause pain and thus 

intimidation than any other method of interrogation yet 

devised.  Sometimes the unspoken threat of its use alone is 

great enough to induce hardened veterans to reveal secrets 

they have kept for decades.

“It is usually administered with a pipe, with the victim 

held down and his nose stopped, forcing him to inhale the 

fumes.  I assume that your assailants used this same method, 
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from the description of the attack.  At the very least the results 

would have frightened you and possibly damaged your 

judgment.  If they succeeded in administering multiple doses, 

they would have deprived you of your reason altogether, and 

you would no longer have been a threat to the Toulousans.”

David blinked.  At last he managed to speak in a level 

voice.  “How long till Peter recovers?”

“That is of course dependent upon the dosage and his 

physical reaction to it.  In general the immediate effects can last 

anywhere from five minutes to several hours.  The secondary 

effects may persist for days.  Some mental changes”--here he 

shuddered slightly--“are likely permanent.”

Silence fell.  Eventually David spoke again.  “Now it 

will be all the more urgent for us to find Jeremy as quickly as 

possible.”

“You see a cure in his abilities, then?”

“If he can alter the framework of the universe itself, he 

can heal his boyfriend’s mind.”

And so they sat and waited by the divan, holding 

Peter’s hands in their own.  Half an hour passed before he 

began to stir.  His eyes darted rapidly around the room, 

seeking something real to grasp.  They passed over the captain 

and finally alighted on David’s face.  As Peter saw his friend, 

he began to gasp rapidly, while his hand tightened on David’s.  

Slowly the gasps merged into a series of deep breaths as he 

began to exert conscious control over his mind and body again.  

Sweat broke out in abundance on his forehead, the droplets 

shimmering with the vibrations of his body.  Sometimes he 

would close his eyes briefly, as if recruiting his strength, before 

opening them and fixing them on David again for long periods.  

His physical symptoms disappeared in a comparatively short 

time by the clock, but it seemed a very long while before he 

was able to sit up and David was able to hold him securely.

And then the tears came.
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The surgeon, who had remained unobtrusively in the 

background until now, came forward with a bowl of strong 

pheasant broth and some mild herbs to dull Peter’s nervous 

reactions.  David had to coax these into him at first, but the 

effect was good and Peter soon developed an appetite.  He 

looked drawn and tired in a way that was absolutely 

heartbreaking, though the effects seemed to fade as David 

explained to him what had happened.

“Understanding, I can understand,” he finally said 

slowly.  “My mind reminds me that it was the senses alone 

overreacting.  And with our intellectual training I can perhaps 

set those impulses aside more easily than another might be able 

to do.  The memories, though...”  He broke off.

“Powerful?”

“Memorable.”  He smiled wanly.  “You remember how 

Lovecraft used to speak of forms and shapes about which there 

was something essentially wrong, even though he could not 

describe what was wrong with them?  That lack of description 

is the only description I can give.”

* * * * *

David was standing in his cabin when the captain 

arrived.  The stiffness of his back betokened a new resolve and 

aggression, the like of which the Sikh had not seen in a very 

long time.

He came straight to the point.  “Captain Singh, I have 

decided to challenge the Toulousans directly.”

“Do you intend to send a herald to Mars, then, to cast 

down the gauntlet of your defiance at their feet?”

“I think under the present circumstance a radio 

message will suffice.  On an open channel, that is.  The 

challenge derives much of its power from its public nature.”
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“But thus far you have endeavored to keep the 

expedition concealed.  Is it wise to announce it openly?  What 

is to be gained by so doing?”

The Investigator’s eyes flashed at him.  “We are not 

their victims, Captain.  We are the conquerors in this world!  

They have tried to make us fear, but the move is one which is 

essentially unsound.  We need fear only for ourselves.  They 

need fear for their imperium, which is something far more 

tenuous and vulnerable.  It is high time that we began striking 

at them there instead of waiting.  Let them start responding to 

us instead.  Once they are uncertain of the situation, then we, 

who are far more flexible in thought and action, will have the 

advantage.  And a public challenge is an excellent first move.  It 

tells Jeremy’s captors nothing, since they are already aware of 

our movements.  But to those Toulousans who do not know 

anything about the abduction, it will be new information and 

will throw them off balance, which will communicate itself to 

their behavior in general.  Not to mention the fact that it will no 

doubt encourage the Volcaean government’s political 

opponents.  I have gleaned enough from your accounts of 

Martian politics to know that the transition from a nation-state 

to a stateless society out here can be a very simple one, and that 

there are always kings in waiting to be had.  At any rate, the 

whole instinct of our culture is against both waiting and 

planning.  Let us throw the whole situation off balance.  Let us 

embrace the chaos and see what comes of it.”

The Nandi’s commander inclined his head in 

admiration.  “It is a bold move.  It increases your risks, yes, 

since you declare them your enemies before the whole world, 

and that will enrage them, but as you say, it also has the merit 

of sowing discord in the Martian community.  I suppose you 

do not intend to mention the hyperdrive in your 

communication?”

“It will not be necessary.  Announcing the arrival of a 

Marquesan delegation with a grievance against the 
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Toulousans, which the latter have already made more severe 

by attacking us first, will give the Volcaeans plenty to think 

about.  There is also the chance of political complications 

between them and the English.  After all, the simple matter of 

snatching a couple of visitors at customs will become more 

difficult when the anti-Gallic section of their forces wants 

nothing to do with it simply to spite Volcaea.”

“We shall, in any case, land you discreetly, away from 

the remainder of the passengers.  I have made arrangements 

for getting you as far from the spaceport as possible.  After that 

you will have to proceed on your own.  The claims of Brunel 

City are extensive and its roving patrols frequent.  The most 

reasonable plan would be for you to immediately make your 

way to Campesina and then form a definite scheme for 

entering Volcaea.”

David gave a dry chuckle.  “You are not improving the 

reputation of our nation as a whole, Captain.  Sending us to 

consort with revolutionaries the instant we land?  The states 

will revive all the old stories about us being the organized 

enemies of society, which they have never completely 

forgotten.”

“Perhaps, but their opinions are not relevant.  The 

Campesinans are a growing power this side of Mars.  They will 

undoubtedly play a leading role in the overthrow of the 

colonies when the time comes.  Although they are old-

fashioned--some still believe in the literal accuracy of Marx--

they will be far more welcoming to you than the double-

tongued residents of these imitation nation-states.  You will 

have the benefit of their local knowledge in forming your 

plans, too, and may even be able to coordinate them with one 

of the armed bands who operate nearby.”

Seemingly on cue, the curtains parted and a heavily 

armed Hakim entered the room, a Hakim who looked very 

pleased with himself indeed.  He bowed slightly.  “Most 

esteemed colleague,” he began, addressing David but casting 
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an ironic glance in the direction of the captain, “I have a 

suggestion to make about your attackers.”

“Then I suggest you share it with us,” said Captain 

Singh shortly, who had little patience with mercenaries who 

were pleased with themselves in spite of a lifetime’s exposure 

to the type.

“But at once!  To begin with, we have on board several 

dealers in rare herbs and medicinals.”

The captain waved this aside.  “I have already made 

inquiries of all the dealers on board.  They have all denied 

selling an extract of diviner’s sage at any time during the trip, 

and none of them possess more than a few of the dried leaves, 

an inconsiderable amount compared to the dose administered.  

Furthermore, I doubt they would have concealed such a sale 

had they made one.  There is no passenger on this ship who 

would consider himself safe with that much of the drug in the 

hands of an unknown who has already attacked another 

passenger.  A small fusion warhead in the hand luggage would 

not cause a fraction of the unease that this single herb has 

aroused.”

Hakim nodded emphatically.  “As the Captain says, 

there is no evidence that the salvia was supplied by any of 

these dealers.  But what of something else, something less 

dangerous?  Something which would be sampled for 

enjoyment by a man familiar with and accustomed to working 

with powerful drugs?”  The others exchanged glances at this 

suggestion.  “I have gone to some lengths recently to building 

a thorough acquaintance with these peddlers of produce.”  He 

smiled self-deprecatingly.  “I will not deny that the matter 

involved a fair amount of sampling their wares.  Which I can 

also fully testify to the value and potency of, but that is by the 

way.  Men sometimes grow talkative under the influence of 

their herbs.  Sometimes, of course, they do not.  But there is 

always a bond of association between the explorers, who look 

for more curious things than the dream roots and lotus petals 
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that are common in every shop from Ceres to the Venusian 

cloud-tops.  One of these dealers in particular proved to have 

exceptionally wide tastes and connections.  And so as he 

realized my experience in these matters, we began to talk more 

freely, till at last it was a simple matter to inquire about fellow 

passengers who might share our tastes.

“By this method I learned that the dealer whom I 

patronized has a small supply of peyote buttons on hand, 

something he picked up on one of his previous trips.  You 

gentlemen may perhaps have heard that they are rather 

uncommon today?  I am told the plants can be delicate and 

some of the effects unpleasant for many users.  Anyhow, this 

particular dealer had been lucky enough to find a customer for 

them on board this ship.  Apparently the man is a regular user 

of the buttons, finding them well suited to his needs.  What is 

more, the dealer also noted his extensive familiarity with herbs 

and even chemical drugs.  The man in his presence produced a 

vial of powder that he described as a rare psychedelic.  That 

was suggestive.  Who carries artificially derived drugs today?  

None but an expert in the subject.  From the dealer’s remarks I 

gathered that business on this voyage has not been brisk.  So it 

is worth pursuing, I think, now that we know one of the 

passengers favors rare psychoactive drugs.”

Captain Singh stroked his beard.  “It is logical enough, 

but we should need to move carefully to be certain.”  He 

looked at David, who did not hesitate.

“Bold strokes, remember, Captain?  I see no reason why 

we should not flush this man out immediately.  Fortunately we 

have Hakim’s description of him and his cabin location”--

Hakim assented with a gesture--“so identification will be 

simple.”

A quarter of an hour later the captain had extracted the 

necessary information from the ship’s manifests.  “Purchased 

the ticket under the name of Martin of Tours.  Morbidly ironic, 

which is another point in favor of our theory.  These gentlemen 
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of the pipe sometimes play off jests such as that.  Travelling in 

company with a companion who lists himself as Philippe 

Auray.  That is more likely to be the latter’s real name.  In all 

probability he of Tours is the Toulousan agent, while his 

associate is merely an assistant or bravo.”  He scribbled a note.  

“I will arrange for him to call at the purser’s office on a matter 

relating to his baggage.  That should detain him long enough 

for you to get at the assistant.”

Shortly thereafter the patron saint of beggars, or his 

modern incarnation, emerged from his cabin and strolled 

leisurely along the ship’s central corridor, until he was lost to 

sight atop the rising curve.  David discreetly watched him go 

from one of the pavilions on the opposite side of the corridor.

“Be cautious,” David advised Hakim, handing him a 

bottle of strong wine.

That soldier of fortune grinned as he tossed the cork 

aside negligently.  “Most excellent employer, I am experienced 

of old in the role of agent provocateur.”  He took a long 

draught from the bottle, being careless where he spilled it.  “In 

my role of spark to the tinder I am unsurpassed.”  The bottle 

gave up more of its contents to quench his thirst.  “Perhaps we 

could spare a little more of this excellent drink to its original 

purpose?  No?  Ah, well.”  He proceeded to sprinkle some of 

the remaining contents liberally over the front of his jacket and 

his sleeves.  The bystanders looked on in silent but 

unexpressed amusement.  In space no one bothers himself 

much with the affairs of his neighbor except to be entertained 

by them.  Hakim disposed of the remainder of the wine in one 

long pull and returned the bottle to David with a jocular bow.  

Then he began to make his way, in no hurry at all, down the 

corridor in the general direction of the cabin occupied by 

Monsieur Auray.  As he approached, his walk became 

noticeably more hesitant.  His body swayed.  His head wagged 

amiably.  And then he disappeared from view behind the 

curtains at the cabin door.
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His appearance transformed the rather bulky Gaul 

within into an irate and bulky Gaul, a combination which 

cannot be taken lightly.  The glare he bestowed on Hakim went 

unregarded by the latter, who proceeded to beam down upon 

him as if he were a long-lost brother.

“Ah, my most excellent and esteemed comrade!  It is 

years since I saw you last!  But then I recognized your shape 

looming large in the corridor earlier and my memories of our 

days together returned.  You will forgive me?  I could not pass 

your cabin without stopping.  I have brought a bottle or two for 

us to empty together.”  Here he felt aimlessly in his pockets.  

“But what am I saying!  It appears I have already consumed 

them in anticipation.  You will accompany me to the cabaret, of 

course?  We have many reminiscences to share since we were 

last together at Bougainville.”  He advanced stumblingly with 

a hand outstretched in greeting.

The Frenchman had risen and was making a strong 

effort to control his temper.  “I do not know you and I have 

never been in Bougainville.  You must leave immediately.”

“Must leave?”  Hakim looked hurt.  

“At once!”  The Frenchman drove his point home with 

an impatient stamp of his foot.

“But surely you recall--”

“I recall nothing!  I have never seen you before!”

“But at Bougainville when you were assistant to the 

chief interrogator, we used to--”

“I was never at Bougainville or in its dungeons!”  The 

Gaul was now beginning to be alarmed.  In space, you do not 

call a man a professional torturer unless you know for a fact 

that he is one.

Now Hakim assumed a confused expression.  “But I 

could take my oath I remember you.”  He gazed at Auray 

blankly.

“I can assure you we have never met.  Now will you 

go?”
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Hakim’s response was to pitch forward, losing his 

balance entirely.  He sagged against the Frenchman, who could 

barely hold him up.  “Sorry, sorry,” he murmured as he 

recovered himself, his eyes glazing over.  As he withdrew, his 

hand brushed lightly against Auray’s jaw.  The man winced 

and gave a short and very uncomplimentary explanation.

“Interesting,” Hakim mused, rapidly recovering his 

poise.  “It seems as if someone hit you there very hard rather 

recently.  Tender, eh?”

“Not so drunk, eh?”  The other faced him defiantly.

Hakim looked at him in silence for several moments.

“You seem to favor the traditional mask for your night 

work,” he said quietly, indicating something with a slight 

movement of his hand.

The Frenchman’s glance followed the gesture.  A small 

bag that had been sitting on the edge of the divan had been 

overturned when Hakim had purposefully stumbled into him.  

Jumbled among the contents that had fallen out was a very 

obvious half-mask.  Without even turning his head again, he 

whipped the long, hooked knife from his belt and struck at the 

intruder.

Hakim moved just as fast.  He stepped forward, arm 

outstretched, and caught Auray’s wrist before the knife could 

connect.  Then he drew his own knife and struck upwards with 

the point in a single motion.  Auray snarled and thrust him 

back with the wrist that he still held while grabbing Hakim’s 

knife hand in his turn.  The men strained against each other 

briefly in a contest of pure strength.  Then the Frenchman 

lashed out with a kick.  Hakim twisted his body aside and 

dodged it, and deserting his knife deliberately, locked his 

fingers around his opponent’s other wrist and fell to the 

ground, hurling Auray over his head.  He spun around into a 

kneeling position just as the other’s knife whirled through the 

air and took the merest sliver of flesh off his shoulder.  The 

Frenchman, however, had no intention of pursuing this 

150



advantage.  Having thrown away his knife, he bolted.  Hakim 

followed a moment later at a slightly less rapid pace, grinning 

sardonically.

“Run, O most valiant and most praiseworthy!” he 

shouted ironically after his late opponent.  “Run, O diviner of 

the living death!  Make haste!”

Now, diviner of living death is not a name to be used 

lightly in space.  All men know that the phrase refers to one 

who is expert in the use of diviner’s sage for the purposes of 

torture and interrogation.  And while their logical minds 

acknowledge the reasonableness of its employment, they go in 

fear and hatred of those associated with it nevertheless.  Add 

that congenital feeling to the uneasy attitude of the Nandi’s 

passengers, who had been cooped up with an unknown and 

presumably hostile diviner for the past several days, and there 

is no trouble accounted for what happened next.

Hakim’s goal had been merely to flush the Frenchman 

out of his cabin in a mood in which he might be rattled enough 

to give himself away.  David had intended to seize and 

question him personally, and had armed parties of the ship’s 

crew standing by down the corridor for insurance.  But the 

affair ended much more rapidly thanks to Hakim’s cries.  As 

Auray came pelting down the corridor, a bystander turned and 

drove his own knife to the hilt directly beneath the 

Frenchman’s breastbone.  The air went out of him with a 

massive heave and he fell dead on the spot.

Farther down there came a sudden shout of anger and 

surprise blended together.  Auray’s superior, the man known 

as Martin of Tours, had been returning from his conference 

with Captain Singh, who was trailing discreetly in his wake, 

and had seen his assistant fall.  The way that David and his 

men closed in on the location in unison showed him at once 

that it was a trap.  He turned and bolted away from them, 

charging straight down upon Captain Singh.  A short sword 
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flickered out in his hand from a remarkable hidden sheath 

within his sleeve.

The captain never flinched.  He drew his pistol with a 

deceptive air of leisured elegance and leveled it at the man 

from Tours.  There was no flash, no sound, and no smoke, but 

the Toulousan agent staggered and dropped to the ground an 

instant later.  When they rolled the corpse over, it was 

unmarked save for a small trickle of blood in the center of the 

forehead.  David winced slightly as he realized what a precise 

shot the captain had to be to hit such a small area on a running 

man.  And it took nerve, too, to draw any kind of gun on a 

spaceship.  Even a small hull puncture from a miss would 

cause serious damage.  But then, it was Captain Singh’s ship, 

after all.

* * * * *

“And so it ends,” the Captain said later, spinning the 

dials closed on the ship’s safe.  Several documents of value, as 

well as drafts for a very large sum, had been found in the dead 

man’s baggage.  David had inspected the former, noting the 

contents, but had no use for the papers themselves, so the lot 

fell to the captain as spoils of war.  They would make up a 

worthwhile part of the ship’s profit on that voyage when resold 

to Toulouse’s political rivals.  The vials of salvia extract were 

not given such generous treatment.  They had been sealed in a 

block of cement immediately and then ejected from the ship 

into the wastes of outer space.  

“For you, perhaps,” Peter replied.  “For us, the 

adventure is all ahead.”  His good spirits had been returning 

gradually.  The more intellectual a man, the more easily he can 

fight back against foes when he knows them to be solely 

imaginary.  “Sitting inside a flying wheel and waiting to be 

attacked lacks something of the sporting flavor.”
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The captain surveyed him with something between 

irony and pleasure.  “You have never hunted tigers?”

“They breed so poorly in the Marquesas,” Peter 

apologized.

“They breed in much greater quantities in Rajasthan.  

We hunt them there without romance.  It is far from exciting.  It 

is mere routine, and risky routine at that.”

“Then if it becomes routine, you should move on to 

something new and equally daring.  It will keep the novelty 

fresh.”

The Sikh raised his eyes to heaven.  “There is an 

Englishman somewhere in your ancestry, I fear.  They had that 

same lust for a challenge with the corresponding 

disappointment if it did not prove challenging enough.  An 

easy gain, no matter its size or significance, did not content 

them.  It was truly a peculiar attitude.”

“I can sympathize with that.”

David chuckled.  “The engineer develops a romantic 

streak.  Perhaps the nearness to his lover arouses the poetry in 

his soul.”

“Stranger collusions have happened,” the captain 

responded gravely.  He turned his eyes quite seriously upon 

David.  “You have received no further messages?”

“I have not.  But I do have a sense that if Jeremy is 

going to try to send another, it will be soon.  He will have a 

much better sense of his surroundings, and he will not have the 

confined environment of a spaceship to deal with.”  He 

shrugged.  “We are groping in the dark here, but it is just 

possible that a planet will provide him with a better fixed 

reference point to work from.  That’s only a guess, though, as 

none of us know precisely how position is coded in the 

universe and how it relates to smaller frames of reference.  

Only he would be able to clear that point up.”

“All the same,” Captain Singh said, “he will 

undoubtedly have not passed the voyage in merely regretting 
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the situation.  He will have been feeling out his abilities, 

concentrating on them, spurring them to develop by the simple 

act of focusing his attention on them.  Furthermore, as the 

Toulousans have predicted, and rightly, the stress of the 

separation will likely have enhanced them still further.  As the 

old tale says, gunpowder requires compression in order to 

explode.”

“Well, it’s going to begin exploding very soon,” Peter 

said.
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7
“The ombu tree is gorgeous--enjoy it!”

Only dedicated astronomers and stargazers, along with 

those who are perennially oblivious to their surroundings, are 

ever reluctant to get off of a long-distance spaceship.  Even 

spacefarers prefer a solid world under their feet to a spinning 

one that only gives the illusion of solidity.  The result was a 

generally eager movement of the Nandi’s passengers towards 

the loading areas for the shuttles that would ferry them down 

to the surface of Mars.  They would have to wait several hours 

more once on board, of course, but the crew had no objection to 

allowing them to board early.  It saved rush and difficulty later 

on, as there were strict time constraints governing shuttle 

launch and retrieval.  The shuttles had to drop down to the 

surface of Mars, unload their passengers and cargo, load and 

refuel, and then immediately take off again to rendezvous with 

the Nandi, which had made a sweeping loop around the planet 

in the meantime while reducing speed as little as possible.  

Having the passengers on board early helped prevent any 

alteration in this program.  And after such a voyage as this one 

had turned into over the last few weeks, with the threat of 

murder hovering in the air, the passengers were the last people 

who wanted to alter it.  The early boarding lines were long.

David and Peter had both joined the queue and were 

keeping an eye open for possible threats.  Neither of them 
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entirely expected to be allowed to get off so easily.  The 

obvious Toulousan agents had been dealt with already; that by 

no means meant that they were the only ones on board.  

Captain Singh had his doubts on the subject, and besides, other 

and less public arrangements had already been made for their 

disembarkation.  These last few moments, as they moved 

towards the corridor that would take them over to the central 

shaft and thus into the ship’s boarding area, were the decisive 

period that would determine whether the alternate plan was 

used or not.

Their confidence in the thoroughness of the Toulousans 

turned out to be justified.  This time, though, the attempt was 

more blunt and lacking in finesse than the first.  Slow 

incapacitation by means of drugs requires some level of 

preparation.  A small and unobtrusive man suddenly drawing 

a heavy sword from his hand luggage and charging down on 

you does not.  And that is exactly what happened.  The 

Marquesans had determined ahead of time that Peter would 

respond first if possible.  Hakim insisted he needed the 

practice.  Peter simply wanted to strike back at the people who 

had taken his boyfriend and almost killed him.  So he had his 

own weapon out almost at the same instant that the Toulousan 

started moving in their direction.  David stepped back and 

Peter awaited the charge, his sword lowered.  The man made 

the mistake of thrusting at his exposed throat.  Peter snapped 

his left hand up immediately and he deflected the blade from 

its course with a slight pressure of his gloved fingers, the act of 

a master swordsman.  Then, with his opponent overextended, 

he smashed the large bell-guard of his sabre directly into the 

man’s face with the full force of his arm behind it.

The thrust sent the attacker sprawling back dazed 

among the other passengers, and he almost lost his footing 

momentarily.  The bystanders darted away from his flailing 

sword, with the exception of one middle-aged lady whose 

duffel bag took the force of his involuntary thrust.  She gave a 
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short bark of anger and slapped him hard across his face with 

her open hand.  He blinked in shock, seeming to weigh 

whether it would be worth his time to disembowel her or not, 

then decided against it and turned to resume his attack.  As he 

did so, his legs collapsed under him, the sword dropped from 

his fingers, and he sprawled at full length on the deck.  He did 

not get up.  A large red blotch was forming on his cheek where 

the woman had struck him.

“A Borgia lion ring,” she mentioned to her neighbors in 

a penetrating tone.  “The venom is highly concentrated.”

The loading officer surveyed the scene with a sour 

expression on his face.  “Another one?  What a voyage!”  He 

did not mean it as a compliment.

In general silence a detachment of armed crewmen 

converged on David and Peter and maneuvered them out of 

the boarding line before escorting them back into the main 

body of the ship.  To the passengers, it looked like a routine 

precaution for their safety.  The captain was no doubt going to 

place them under special guard until they could board a 

different shuttle.

That explanation was accurate as far as it went, but far 

from being complete, either.  Instead of simply returning to the 

public areas of the ship, the party made its way through to the 

crew’s quarters, and then doubled back.  They crossed into a 

maintenance corridor not normally used by the passengers, 

which finally terminated in the boarding area for one of the 

shuttles that was not yet being loaded.  The area was deserted.  

Except, that is, for Captain Singh, who hovered neatly above 

the hatchway, surveying the surroundings with his usual 

venerable expression.

As the Marquesans floated through the entrance into 

the boarding area, he nodded very slightly and the guards 

melted away behind them.  For a few moments the three of 

them waited while the sounds of the retreating crew grew 

dimmer in the distance.  Finally Captain Singh beckoned them 
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towards the open hatchway of the shuttle, and they followed 

him through it.  It felt almost like swimming, floating down 

weightlessly into the dim blue-tinted light of the smaller ship’s 

interior.

The shuttle’s body was thick and stumpy and crammed 

with the simplest of seats.  There was no point in hauling too 

much extra weight halfway across the inner solar system.  At 

the rear, a small cargo compartment held the passengers’ 

baggage and a few containers of miscellaneous cargo.  More so 

than on the oceans of Earth, cargo and passenger shipping in 

space was highly compartmentalized.  For shipping most bulky 

items, one of the smaller I-ships would merely attach itself to a 

large container, or an assembly of containers, and push it 

directly.  Passenger ships carried very few cargo items as a 

rule.  In this case, however, the captain led them straight to the 

cargo compartment.

This had not yet been sealed and one of the larger 

containers stood open, hardly filled at all by a small number of 

packages in one of its corners.  Captain Singh indicated these 

with a graceful wave of his hand.

“Your baggage is all accounted for and intact,” he said.  

“I have supplied you with some initial provisions for the 

descent and for after your landing.  It has been arranged that 

your container shall be claimed and set aside immediately.  

Once there, my friends will provide you with further means of 

concealment.  I have also included a few additional oxygen 

cylinders.  They will not be necessary in the domed cities, but 

you may need to take to the countryside immediately, in which 

case they will be invaluable.”

He paused.  “There is nothing more to be said.  The 

time for planning is over.  It is now time for inspiration.  You 

cannot but succeed in that strength.”  Each of the Marquesans 

gave the captain his hand in farewell.

Peter had reached for the armor sitting off to one side in 

the container but the captain stopped him.  “You will not need 
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that quite yet.  Your landing should, if all goes well, be made 

under more favorable circumstances.”  Both of them were 

already fully armed otherwise.

“Hardly a glorious arrival,” Peter said, chuckling, as 

they positioned themselves inside the container, which was 

large enough to be comfortable but not luxurious.  It did at 

least boast straps attached to the sides which would keep them 

from bouncing around in the zero gravity environment.

“But something to tell your children’s children about 

for many years to come,” Captain Singh replied, making a final 

inspection of the container.  “How you came to Mars in secret 

to fight the demons who held captive your love.  A fascinating 

story, whatever one’s age.”

“Let’s delay writing the appendix to the Mahabharata 

until we’ve accomplished it,” David suggested.

The Captain looked at them thoughtfully.  “Perhaps 

that is what it will be, in the end.”  He smiled kindly at the 

young men.  “May God go with you.”

They smiled at him in return.  And then the container 

was closed.

Peter composed himself to sleep.  David let his thoughts 

run over his newly acquired knowledge of Mars and the 

dispositions of the colonies.  He had some knowledge of the 

preparations that Captain Singh had made for their arrival.  

They were bold, risky, the acts of a Brandenburger in the old 

days.  Today they were almost conventional, but lacked a 

substantially higher success rate for all that.  Ah, well.  He 

shrugged in the darkness.  The nation-states had never really 

grasped the elements of fourth-generation war, as it had been 

called then, or the subtle return to normality in warfare that the 

term signified.  Throwing the unexpected at them would 

always create enough confusion to cover any genuine plans he 

might make.  Gradually he dozed, too.

In a little while they were wakened by the noise of the 

shuttle being loaded.  Squabbles, casual bickerings, the strident 
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tones of the ship’s officers and the shuttle pilots.  Thumps 

nearby as last-minute luggage was manipulated into place and 

strapped down securely, followed by the diminishment of 

sound as the cargo compartment was sealed.  Then nothing but 

a dim murmur in the distance.  Everyone would be donning 

oxygen masks at this point just in case of an accident, and they 

did as well.

And then, later still, came the shuddering vibration and 

sense of instability that indicated that the shuttle had been cast 

off from the Nandi, followed by the screaming noise of its own 

engines firing, accelerating it towards the surface of Mars.  

Comparatively massive acceleration and deceleration would 

follow as the shuttle literally pushed itself into the planet to 

make up time and then slowed at the last possible moment to 

minimize atmospheric friction.  Once on the ground it would 

be emptied and refueled in minutes and sent aloft again.  These 

time-scheduled landings were the most tense and risky part of 

space operations.  The Marquesans braced themselves as the 

shuttle picked up speed.

* * * * *

The question of life on Mars, at least in the sense of 

what pre-human life there might once have been, remained 

unsettled.  Gothic scientists usually screeched that the human 

contamination of the planet made it impossible to ever answer 

the question satisfactorily.  Marquesan scientists and their 

counterparts were likely to rebut that claim by pointing out 

that any significant remains of highly developed life, such as 

fossils or artifacts, would have been thoroughly preserved by 

the relatively cool, dry conditions that had persisted on Mars 

until the arrival of humans.  In any event, parties of slightly 

mad scholars continued to scour the unclaimed areas of the 

planet with very little luck, leading some wits to refer to the 

philosopher as the most common native Martian lifeform.
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The planet that spread out beneath the shuttle, with its 

highly diverse flora and fauna, was almost unrecognizable 

from the maps and photographs of two centuries before.  Now 

it was the red planet only in a metaphorical sense, the 

continuing reference being applied to its status as the greatest 

ongoing battleground in human history.  Mars was no longer 

barren.  It had seas and the beginnings of planet-girdling 

oceans.  It had an atmosphere which was not quite breathable 

by humans but ideal for vegetation.  Thousands of species of 

plants flourished on its surface, transforming the once dead 

world into a vast park.  Weather patterns were forming.  Each 

year the world grew slightly warmer.  Cities had been 

established and dozens of polities seethed and shifted in 

precarious conflict over the ideological future of the human 

race.

Mars had been terraformed.

The drive to create a second world for humanity had 

been the outcome of the First Commander’s refusal to accept 

conventional views on what was valuable and useful in life.  

Not content with having shaken up the political and social 

systems of Earth, he proposed to spread out through the solar 

system to plant life on the rest of the easily inhabitable planets 

and make it more interesting.  Mars would come first, then 

Venus.  After that, it would be necessary to look much farther 

afield, but the work close to home would last for centuries 

anyway.  While that was still ongoing, generation ships could 

be sent out towards the center of the galaxy and other dense 

stellar clusters to seek out as many potentially habitable worlds 

as possible and transmit the information back to Earth as a 

reference point for future explorers.  The nation-states had 

shuddered at the audacity and expense of the plan, the 

scientists had screamed in indignation--and the First 

Commander had gone ahead and done it anyway.  The 

generation ships were long on the way to their targets by now, 

and Mars was almost entirely human-friendly.

161



Terraforming it had turned out to be almost too easy, 

considering the sweeping results the process had achieved.  It 

began early in the second space age, when human industry was 

still devoted almost entirely to producing weapons and toys on 

Earth, and I-ships were consequently in short supply.  In 

addition to this drawback, even the First Commander’s great 

wealth, combined with the contributions he had received for 

the project, was small in comparison to the voracious demands 

that Earth’s merchants made for the simple pieces of 

equipment he needed.

Faced by these limits, he evolved a simple, if slow and 

brutal, plan to transform Mars while expending a minimum of 

effort and energy on transporting materials halfway across the 

inner solar system.  The problem he set out to solve was 

essentially a simple one: Mars was the tiniest bit too cold.  If 

Martian temperatures could be raised, even slightly, its famous 

ice caps, composed mainly of carbon dioxide, would sublimate.  

Their conversion to gas would increase the density of Mars’s 

atmosphere by one hundred times.  As a powerful greenhouse 

gas, the freed carbon dioxide would contribute to further and 

continuous warming of the planet.  The water contained in the 

permafrost and ice caps would melt, lakes and seas would 

begin to form, and the planet could then be seeded with plant 

life fairly easily.  Plants in turn would increase the insolation, 

warm the planet further, and enrich its soils and atmosphere.  

Once the process was started, it would be a self-sustaining 

chain reaction.  Mars, it turned out, sat just over the edge of 

being able to restore itself to habitability.  All that it needed 

was a push.

It got three pushes, to be exact.  The first one was 

merely adding coal.  The color of a planet’s surface makes a 

surprising difference to the amount of heat it absorbs and the 

temperature it maintains.  The traditional Martian reddish 

brown wasn’t absorbent enough for terraforming purposes, 

even though the frequent dust storms on Mars did tend to 
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increase the insolation now and then.  Act I of terraforming 

Mars turned out to be nothing more complicated than shipping 

large quantities of very finely powdered coal dust to the planet 

and releasing them into the atmosphere.  The actual mass of the 

dust moved by Martian dust storms was small for the area they 

covered, which meant that an even smaller quantity of solid 

black coal dust could have a noticeable effect on the planet’s 

weather.  And once the dust settled out of the atmosphere, 

spread evenly by the process, an immeasurably thin layer 

would be enough to darken an entire section of the planet and 

increase its heat.  In addition, coal dust, since it consisted 

mostly of carbon, would add desirable elements to the Martian 

surface soils.  Tens of thousands of tons later, the effect was 

already visible.  It was small, but enough to set the stage for the 

next part of the process.

While the crude early I-ships were pushing large cargos 

of powdered dead dinosaur out to Mars and dumping them 

there, other work was being done out in the deep blue of the 

Pacific.  The amount of heat needed to change the balance of 

the Martian climate was small, almost tiny by the standards of 

planetary science.  A few degrees of change at the right time 

would make all the difference.  Earlier writers had proposed 

that the kinetic energy of multiple asteroid impacts be used to 

produce the necessary heat.  The disadvantages of this idea 

were the time and energy that would have to be expended in 

moving whole asteroids to Mars, and the possibility of 

catastrophic changes to the Martian surface due to the large 

size of the objects involved.  All things considered, the First 

Commander decided to use a more compact means of 

producing the necessary energy.  Instead of asteroids, nuclear 

explosives would be detonated in the Martian atmosphere at 

intervals spaced evenly around the planet.  The transport 

requirements for smaller objects from Earth would be 

considerably less, the heat could be spread more evenly 

throughout the entire atmosphere due to the lower energy of 
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each individual detonation, and the surface of the planet would 

remain almost entirely uninjured.

He tried, in this as in everything, to be efficient.  The 

world’s nuclear powers were asked to give up their surplus 

weapons and materials in order to further the terraforming 

process.  Instead of instruments of destruction, their bombs and 

warheads would be transformed into the source of life for 

countless future generations of human beings--and who could 

predict what new discoveries might be made in a livable but 

fundamentally different Martian environment?  Inevitably, the 

nuclear-armed states rejected the request in disbelief and scorn.  

They were incapable of believing that the task of transforming 

Mars could be accomplished so easily.  They could not see past 

their own petty disputes to make an insignificant sacrifice for 

the betterment of humanity, and if they could then they 

certainly did not want to make it.  They were already growing 

resentful of the popular movements for greater freedom and 

self-determination that the First Commander had induced 

around the world.  And they could not begin to conceive of 

atomic explosives being legitimately placed in the hands of a 

private individual.

This response was disappointing but hardly 

unexpected.  There was a backup plan in place, of course.  The 

First Commander and his associates elected to build the 

nuclear devices needed to accomplish Martian warming on 

their own.  This would cause a small delay, but in the 

meantime the I-ships could continue seeding the planet with 

additional carbon.  The lengthening of the process would, if 

anything, make it even more of a success due to the amount of 

additional warming the extra coal dust would produce.  That 

inadvertent result would turn out to be the sole contribution of 

the nation-states to Martian terraforming.

So, for over a decade, artisans sat around the edges of 

the civilized world crafting an arsenal of atomic explosives that 

would have sufficed in size for either of the major parties in 
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that primitive ancient conflict, the Cold War.  Ambassadors 

and diplomats foamed at the mouth at the thought of such 

power in the hands of a bunch of petty reef dwellers--in 

addition to having established himself on the Marquesas, the 

First Commander had also turned the Pacific Confederation 

into undeniable reality--but its very existence checkmated 

them.  Transforming Mars would require something along the 

lines of fifteen thousand warheads.  A hundred of those could 

easily be spared to switch off the lights in the entire 

industrialized world should they be so imprudent as to 

interfere.  As for the devices themselves, they were as simple as 

they could possibly be made.  Fission primaries fueled by 

uranium-233 were used to induce secondary fusion in large 

masses of lithium deuteride.  They were crude, but easy and 

cheap to build in quantity, and capable of being scaled to 

produce extremely high yields.  And that was all.  The only 

additions to this basic design were a small thruster for 

atmospheric insertion and a timing device for detonation.  The 

explosives would then be flown out to Mars by I-ships and left 

in orbit to await the appropriate time for their use.

Finally there came a Martian summer when the 

preparations were complete.  The surface of Mars was 

noticeably darker in color to the eye than it had been ten years 

earlier, thanks to the masses of Earthly carbon that had been 

poured onto it.  All about the planet, invisible to the distant 

observer, hung thousands of shining specks of matter: 

warheads orbiting in perfect synchronization with one another.  

Two sets of lines drawn through them would have created a 

grid map of latitude and longitude over the surface of the 

planet, except for the polar areas.  The earliest devices had of 

course degraded in their orbits since they were placed there 

many years earlier, but that had been allowed for in the 

calculations.  The web had been woven.

As the sun came up over the Martian horizon, the 

warheads received their maneuvering instructions, and their 
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thrusters fired in unison, sending them into a gradual descent 

towards the planet’s surface.  Gravity took over and they 

gradually accelerated.  And then, while they still sped 

downwards through its atmosphere, the detonators ignited.

Mars was bathed in fire.  Astronomers on Earth who 

had not been cautious enough to look away from their 

eyepieces cried out in shock at the sudden brightness of the 

planet.  It glowed a milky gold in the sky, plainly visible with 

the naked eye from the surface of the Earth, the brightest star in 

the firmament while it lasted.  Then, slowly, the shining light 

faded away, dulling to a faded and roiling red.  All the 

countless tons of dust on the Martian surface had been stirred 

up simultaneously by the blast effects from some of the lower-

altitude explosions and the atmospheric turbulence.  A storm 

like none seen before raged across the Martian surface in the 

wake of the detonations.

But as the storm cleared, observers began to realize that 

the results had been more than worth the effort that had caused 

them.  Distortions became apparent in their instruments where 

there were none before.  Day by day the atmosphere thickened 

visibly.  The dust settled, the planet swung closer to the sun, 

and slowly the new face of an old world became visible.

The Martian icecaps had vanished.  The whole planet 

was framed by the thin, hazy white ring of an atmosphere--a 

thick and substantial atmosphere.  Temperature measurements 

showed the change would be permanent for the near future.  

As Mars entered on its warmest season, the new atmosphere 

soaked up the warmth of the sun and added it to the biosphere 

for good.  Here and there, near the equator, a thin wisp of 

vapor floated hesitantly through the skies, not quite at home 

yet in its new surroundings.  Most strikingly, the planet was no 

longer a uniform shade of rusty brown.  Its smaller, lower 

basins had begun filling with water.  Mars now boasted blue 

seas.
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With the availability of water guaranteed, the skies 

began to rain down a new cargo onto Mars.  It had been an 

easy matter to acclimatize plants and spores on Earth to the 

conditions they would face on a cooler world with thinner air.  

The differences between Earth and Mars were still great for 

humans, but minimal for simpler lifeforms.  Acclimatized 

plants and seeds had been sent off well in advance of the 

climate transformation and held in storage in orbit around the 

planet.  With Mars now capable of sustaining their growth, 

they were seeded across the entire surface.  They took root and 

flourished.  For the first time in human memory, there was life 

on Mars.

Then the spacefarers followed.  The Martian 

temperatures were now comparable to those of many places on 

Earth.  The air pressure was low, but not excessively so for men 

in good physical condition.  As long as they wore visors to 

keep the carbon dioxide out and ensure they had an oxygen 

supply, explorers could walk across the surface of the planet 

otherwise unrestrained.  They brought still other species with 

them.  Earthworms, to make the soil in their cities productive.  

A few of the more hardy insects.  Pines and other trees.  

Plankton and protozoa to enrich the new seas one day.  In ten 

years Mars became unrecognizable.  What had been a freezing, 

sterile desert was covered with life.  Greenery spread across the 

equatorial regions, adding to the insolation the planet received 

and warming it still further, while beginning the long process 

of converting the atmospheric carbon dioxide into oxygen.

Hastening and adding to this conversion was the 

objective of the third step in the terraforming plan.  Even before 

the heating process was begun, a number of the best equipped 

I-ships built so far had left Earth on apparently random 

courses.  Their task was a theoretically simple if operationally 

massive one: to snare small, icy comets and asteroids and 

divert them from their aimless paths around the sun onto 

collision courses with Mars.  Still other ships were probing the 
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cold moons of Saturn and Jupiter to see what could be gleaned 

from them.  Mars needed water of its own, enough water to 

provide not only a full system of oceans and streams, but also 

breathable oxygen for the atmosphere.  The more surface water 

that the vegetation had available to it, the quicker it would 

grow and the faster the conversion of carbon dioxide to 

biomass would occur.  With large oceans available, the water 

would begin to dissolve the carbon dioxide and eventually 

precipitate it out into carbonate sediments, thereby removing it 

from the atmosphere permanently.  Then, too, the liquid water 

could be broken down chemically and the oxygen released 

freely into the environment.  And as an added benefit, the heat 

energy released by a comet impacting Mars would be 

considerable enough to add to the planet’s heat capacity, 

increasing its edge in the fight for warmth still further.  Comets 

and asteroids were the perfect targets, since they contained 

water in ample quantities and already possessed high velocities 

of their own that needed only to be deflected in order to arrive 

at Mars in due course.

Ample water supplies would eventually render the 

Martian atmosphere livable for humans, at least in theory.  The 

process would take a long time to complete.  The human race 

can adjust to oxygen contents in the air ranging from fifteen to 

a hundred percent without too much difficulty.  Unfortunately, 

its adaptability to carbon dioxide is not so favorable.  Humans 

begin to experience strong negative effects when it comprises 

just three percent of the air, while the normal concentration in 

the atmosphere is roughly a tenth that much.  So no matter 

how much oxygen the Martian atmosphere contained, its 

carbon dioxide would still have to be eliminated almost 

completely before unmasked exposure could become routine.  

The planet was transformed, yet still subtly hostile.  And when 

the carbon dioxide was finally reduced to healthy levels, there 

would still be one more problem to solve.  Humans can breathe 

a pure oxygen atmosphere without harm--provided they do 
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not ever strike a match.  A pure oxygen atmosphere would 

pose immense risks for accident and decay.  Hence the need to 

find a source of nitrogen or another inert gas to provide Mars 

with an atmospheric buffer.  The possibility of bringing in 

supplies from Titan was being tested before the first man ever 

set foot on Mars.

Meanwhile, the Martian biosphere rapidly diversified.  

Over the protests of conservative scientists, who wished to 

preserve as much of the old environment as possible in order to 

research the hypothetical existence of previous life, the First 

Commander’s ships brought in hundreds of species of plants 

suited to every possible climate.  Bathed in a carbon-rich 

atmosphere, they flourished.  Animals followed more slowly.  

Because of their dependence on oxygen, they were confined to 

the same enclosed spaces as humans.  As the dissolved oxygen 

content of the Martian oceans rose, the residents experimented 

with several kinds of fish and plankton, with very limited 

success.  The immense achievements of the terraforming 

process could only extend so far in such a short period of time.  

For the rest, mankind would have to possess itself in patience.

In spite of the difficulties posed by its new atmosphere, 

humans wasted no time in establishing themselves 

permanently on Mars.  Earth was no longer a pleasant place to 

live for many of them.  Its resources had been thoroughly 

depleted for the present.  The population of nearly ten billion 

far exceeded the planet’s carrying capacity.  Fuel shortages 

were beginning to lead to food shortages and epidemics.  And 

all the while the nation-states sailed serenely ahead, very aware 

that conditions on their planet were becoming dangerous and 

impossible, but unable to consider themselves as being 

anything other than immortal and eternal.  The collapse of the 

whole system was imminent, and the entrepreneurs were 

getting out.  Mars was a likely spot to establish a new 

residence, given that the planet’s agricultural productivity was 

unsurpassed even in its present state.
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Moreover, the planet was completely devoid of any 

political activity whatsoever.  An expedition led by one of the 

First Commander’s sons had been among the earliest arrivals.  

They had established a colony, which was named Helium in a 

retrospective mixture of irony and tribute, and embarked on 

construction of a domed and pressurized city.  They had not, 

however, asserted authority over anything more than its 

immediate environs.  Soon speculators were literally falling out 

of the sky all over Mars, armed with oxygen masks and 

ambitions.  Dozens of small colonies sprang up, clashed, 

fought, and were either destroyed and replaced or absorbed by 

one another.  As time passed, the most successful of these 

established zones of relative peace around their major cities, 

while maintaining only hazy and often disputed borders with 

their neighbors.  These were the baronies or earldoms of Mars, 

great independent tracts with many small dependents whose 

interests were purely local.  Their rulers took different titles but 

in general were known simply as warlords.

In theory the power of a warlord was absolute.  In 

practice it was almost nonexistent.  As a rule the movement 

entrepreneurs oversaw little more than the maintenance of the 

domed cities, the organization of their own mercenaries, and 

the working of their mines and fields out on the terribly 

alluring but viciously deceptive plains of Mars.  From the first 

days of colonization, Martians had developed a sense of 

individualism, self-sufficiency, and personal rights that the 

First Commander himself would have envied.  Men who were 

fighting an uncooperative planet in order to survive had no 

time to mingle in the affairs of others and were apt to resent 

intrusion by others in their own.  Wars, meanwhile, were 

fought by the warlords and their personally raised armed 

forces for the purpose of asserting their personal authority.  

The general population cared relatively little about them.  

Warlords who tried to interfere in the lives of their so-called 

subjects died quickly and painlessly.  A successful soldier or 
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shrewd trader could always be recruited as a replacement.  It 

might have been thought that dynasties would be impossible 

or unlikely under these circumstances, but in practice most 

warlords were representatives of a long-established ruling 

house.  The Martians had adopted Marquesan inheritance 

customs, which laid stress on a ruler’s appointing his successor 

from the members of his family, and failing that, the use of 

absolute primogeniture without regard to the old taboos of sex 

or legitimacy.

It was inevitable that the rapidly collapsing states of 

Earth would try to shore up their power and authority through 

expeditions to colonize Mars.  It was very difficult for them, 

though.  Their ideologies got in the way.  Initially, they were 

unwilling to accept the First Commander’s local ships, I-ships, 

and space stations as superior to their own designs.  When they 

finally yielded so far as to adopt these, they still forced 

prospective builders and shippers to complete lengthy trials 

and certification processes before a single ounce of cargo could 

be flown.  They were absolutely terrified of losing the life of 

even one astronaut.  Astronauts, you see, were far more 

valuable to the states than the average citizens they disposed of 

on a daily basis.  Deployment of their own spacecraft was 

followed by the rather humiliating discovery that there was 

very little market for them.  Space drew the adventurers, the 

speculators, and the out-and-out gentlemen of fortune, and 

these had no intention of subjecting themselves to the 

immigration controls, supervision, regulations and associated 

expenses mandated by the states.

Eventually the European aerospace consortiums 

managed to plant a colony on the opposite side of Mars from 

the warlords.  This gave their prestige a much-needed boost, 

and the raw materials and foodstuffs their colony could supply 

gave them what was more important: a certain degree of 

political and financial stability.  As France twisted apart after 

decades of internal quibbling, the consortiums merged quietly 
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with the municipality of Toulouse and declared their 

independence.  Paris found it impossible to resist their 

persuasions.  Shortly thereafter, the Toulousan government 

imitated Peking and removed practically all restrictions on 

doing business, while retaining a tight grip on political power 

and social mores.  Other states and fragments of states followed 

their example.  In this way they became competitive with the 

independent operators in the southern hemisphere, though not 

hugely so. The result was the emergence of a cluster of 

European colonies on what was generally termed the far side of 

Mars.  They were oppressive and backwards in comparison to 

the territories of the warlords, but survived thanks to their 

symbiotic relationship with their home states and their rapid 

industrialization.  And they were never short of rhetoric 

against those whom they regarded as “anarchistic interlopers” 

on the other side of the planet.

In spite of the European competition, the warlords 

remained the intellectual descendants of the First Commander 

and moved ahead with his master plan.  Mars was to become a 

pastoral, agrarian world with only a very limited industrial 

sector, one that just sufficed to produce the equipment 

necessary for continued exploration.  Venus was to follow, but 

transforming that world would be a far longer process.  Then, 

once humanity had established itself in a sustainable fashion on 

the three habitable worlds of its native system, it would reach 

out to explore and eventually colonize the remainder of the 

galaxy.

And with Jeremy’s arrival on Mars, the overall 

timetable for the exploration of the galaxy had just accelerated.  

A lot.

* * * * *

In spite of the high speeds and hurry involved, David 

thought their landing on Mars was the softest he had ever 
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experienced.  At a bare forty percent of Earth’s gravity, falling 

was much less intimidating on Mars.  It was quiet, too.  The 

thinner air carried sound more inefficiently, and with masks 

sealed tightly over their faces the passengers were mercifully 

prevented from babbling at each other and the world in 

general.  Calling them masks, though, was a bit deceiving.  

They were actually fishbowls of fused quartz that fitted over 

the head and sealed with a rubber ring at the neck.  Storybook 

space helmets, in other words, which nevertheless offered 

unrestricted visibility and a pleasantly normal breathing 

environment.  You just had to be careful not to fall on your 

head too hard.

The only sounds that really penetrated to the 

Marquesans’ ears were the unsealing of the hatches to the 

passenger and cargo compartments.  As the latter was 

removed, David and Peter could feel the cooler, thinner air 

welling up around them through the sides of the container.  

Apart from the fact that here on Mars it was composed almost 

entirely of poisonous carbon dioxide, it differed very little in its 

behavior from the air found on Earth’s high mountains.  

Certainly the average air pressure on Mars was higher than 

that found at high elevations on Earth, so the difference was 

not severe enough to worry about.  In addition, the Nandi had 

been adapting its internal environment to approximate Martian 

conditions for the past several weeks.  The air pressure had 

been gradually lowered and the rotation of the ship’s habitable 

ring slowed down in order to accustom the passengers to 

Martian gravity.  The air inside the Martian cities might be just 

as breathable as that on earth, but it was not kept at Earth 

pressures.  That was considered a waste of resources and a way 

of preventing humans from eventually acclimatizing to the 

Martian environment.  A slight overpressure to prevent carbon 

dioxide seepage in the event of a leak was all that was required.

The shuttle rocked gently as the passengers streamed 

rapidly out onto the taxiway and entered the city.  Runways 
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were not enclosed, naturally, but the taxiways opened directly 

onto various portions of the city so that outside exposure was 

limited for those who did not care for sightseeing.  The cargo 

was lifted out by hand and placed on trolleys at the same time.  

The Marquesans tried not to move at all as they felt their 

container dragged out of the shuttle and dropped onto a cart.  

Around them the background noise grew to a dull rumble.  

Muted thuds and screechings reached them through the layers 

of glass and aluminium that surrounded them.  The Nandi’s 

shuttles were all setting down at once, which meant the Brunel 

City troops would be looking frantically through a mass of 

impatient and uncooperative new arrivals for two who were 

not even there.  David grinned to himself as he pictured their 

frustration.

Meanwhile the crate of destiny was being trundled 

along the taxiway with the usual minor bumps and vibrations.  

A couple of particularly strong jars with a pause in between 

were followed by a slow sense of warming.  Now they were 

through the airlock and inside the city proper.  Finally the 

trolley was halted and the crate set down with a bang.  

Evidently marking it as fragile would have attracted too much 

attention from the customs inspectors.  Other articles of 

baggage and cargo seemed to be lumped down in the general 

area as well and the trolley was pushed away for more.

They did not have to wait there long.  A chorus of 

voices, the first Martian voices they had heard, moved 

gradually towards the crate before halting next to it.  The 

language was English, but the accent was strange and 

immensely fascinating to David the archaeologist.  It had a 

very singsong, almost ironic quality to it, intermingled with 

local slang, glottal stops and the constant neglect of aspirates.  

Cockney survivalism in space.  Or modern English English, 

whichever description one preferred.  It was quite divergent 

from the more correct and old-fashioned Scotch tongue, which 

was essentially the same version of English spoken in the 
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Marquesas apart from a few minor changes.  David strained to 

catch the words.  Apparently someone, a local merchant or 

importer, was demanding that the crate be given up to him, 

and the harassed officials of the shipping line were being 

reluctant to surrender it.  He had charmed them into coming 

this far at least.  Still, they resented being diverted from the 

easier tasks of handling passenger baggage first and leaving the 

heavy cargo to take care of itself.  No doubt some money 

would change hands.  Finally their rescuer had his way.  The 

crate was heaved up and put on another cart, and then started 

down a series of passages that sloped faintly upwards and 

downwards at intervals.  The change was a considerable relief 

to David and Peter.  Once the crate was removed from the 

cargo terminal, it would take much longer for the city troops to 

check its contents after they discovered the passengers they 

had been expecting had not arrived.  And by that time they 

would be long gone.

Half an hour later, by David’s guess, the crate was 

taken off the cart again and set down for the last time.  The cart 

was pushed away and the voices of the porters died away.  It 

was nevertheless apparent that they were not alone.  Their 

guide or escort was still out there.  They heard and felt certain 

items being laid down on top of the crate and others balanced 

against its side.  Next the pinpricks of light that showed here 

and there through the walls disappeared.  And then came the 

sound of the crate itself being unsealed.  They could see the 

side wall move slightly and then slide towards one end as it 

was unlatched.  The motion stopped, and they caught a brief 

glimpse of a man walking away from them in the dim light.  

He wore no mask and was unrecognizable.

David breathed deeply and let the time slip by while he 

gave the unknown time to get well clear.  When he finally did 

unlatch himself from the harness and stand up, his fingers 

went instinctively to his helmet and its attachments before 

hesitating.  Intellectually he knew that they were in a place 
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with warm, breathable air, but his body still balked at anything 

that carried the risk, however remote, of instant suffocation.  

Impulse yielded to reason and he disconnected the crystal 

sphere from his neck and set it aside.  Fresh air flowed into his 

lungs.  It was Earth-like air, too.  Not the product of a chemical 

still, but the genuine outpouring of soil and greenery, carrying 

the scents of compost and fruits.  Even on Mars the nation-

states could not kill nature, much as they had wanted to.  They 

were still dependent on it under all their protests about the 

advantages of industry.

He extended a hand to Peter and pulled him out of the 

crate.  Peter’s first act on ridding himself of the mask was to 

look expectant and say “Well, what next?”

“Well, now we change into these,” David said, 

beginning to undrape his heavy travelling cloak.

Their local friend, presumably a connection of Captain 

Singh’s, had left them with several interesting additions to their 

baggage.  Spread out on top of the crate were two sets of 

coveralls, dark blue slashed with red, and new helmets and 

weapons belts.  A pair of large packs rested against the side of 

the box as well, fairly nondescript, but made of heavy canvas 

and suitable for traveling.

“A new disguise?” Peter asked, examining his outfit.

“Of a sort.”  David smiled very cheerfully at this.  

“They are the uniforms of the Brunel City soldiers.”

“Ah.”  It took Peter a moment to digest this.  “So we’re 

going to hide in plain sight?  That’s the idea?”

“Oh, we’re not going to hide.  We’re going to advance 

under cover.  Instead of making for Campesina, we’ll travel 

directly to Volcaea as English soldiers on a semi-official 

mission or some such thing.  Once there, we become 

mercenaries again and go about our business.  It shouldn’t be 

too difficult to arrange the presumed murder of two insolent 

foreign soldiers in Volcaea by the irate inhabitants.  Especially 

after today.  They will be annoyed that the English failed to lay 
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hands on us, the English will respond by denying we were ever 

here, and the anti-cooperation factions in both places will gain 

the upper hand once again.  Another distraction for the 

Volcaean administrators which will help keep them from 

getting involved in the hunt for us.”

“We are still operating on the premise that Jeremy’s 

abduction is being managed entirely by one of the Toulousan 

security services without any mainstream official help, then.”

“When did a nation-state ever find it advisable to let its 

left hand know what its right hand was doing?  The 

Toulousans may trust General Rene enough to appoint him 

governor, but with his history the chances are all against them 

trusting him too much.  If he learned that he had the 

hyperdrive in his city and potentially under his control, he’d 

declare himself Warlord of Volcaea within the hour and break 

off all formal ties with Earth.  Obviously they’re keeping him in 

the dark about it and we should do the same.  Until we get 

away, that is.  They’ll have some difficulty pursuing us to get 

Jeremy back if they have to try to placate the general.  He’ll be 

furious at having missed such a priceless opportunity and we’ll 

get away while the Gauls are all busy retaliating at one 

another.”

“It sounds so simple and elegant when expressed in 

general terms.”  Peter looked down at his new colors.”  “Aren’t 

we a trifle gaudy to be invisible?  And what about passports?”

“Provided we can arrange for an appropriate exit, we 

won’t need them.  One of the many odd features of Gothic 

society is how readily submissive people are to assumed 

authority.  As long as we wear these uniforms, no member of 

the general public will even dream of questioning us.  And 

provided we don’t draw undue attention to ourselves, we’ll 

never be asked for credentials by the real soldiers, either.  Self-

imposed social stratification, you see.  It’s all a matter of 

pretense, like the nation-state itself.  If you pretend well 
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enough, you draw other people along into the fantasy with 

you.”

“So we walk openly out of the city and across the 

rolling plains to Volcaea.  That’s a lot of ground to cover.”

“On Mars walking is much faster and easier, haven’t 

you noticed?  All the same, we could use a hovercraft.  Soldiers 

travelling that distance on foot would be somewhat suspicious.  

I expect we can trap one of the patrols once we get outside the 

city.”

“And as for getting out of the city in the first place?  

How do you propose to go about that?”

David shrugged.  “I haven’t the faintest idea.  But it’s 

early yet.  Let’s make the rounds of some of the less reputable 

taverns and see if an opportunity presents itself.

“And the packs and helmets?”  They had been 

transferring their baggage into the packs as they talked.  These 

bulked large and would have been impractically heavy on 

Earth, but in the lesser gravity of Mars they were light enough 

to handle with ease.  The armor, spare oxygen, rations, and 

navigational equipment all disappeared into the canvas casings 

without any trouble.  As for the money, each of them kept a 

portion of it in a belt under his jumpsuit.  There was enough of 

it between them to buy a small country.  No sense putting 

temptation in the way of the Martian mercenaries.

“We’ll find a convenient corner to leave them in for the 

time being.  It wouldn’t do to be seen coming back here, but 

then again, soldiers don’t usually carry packs through the 

street in broad daylight.”

An hour later this part of the programme had been 

carried out and they sat ensconced in a small pub halfway 

across the city.  In spite of David’s efforts, he had been unable 

to catch the modern English accent, so he affected a slight 

Scotch burr instead.  This aroused no suspicion.  Scots heading 

south to avoid the consequences of various accidents often 
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ended up on Mars in the service of either Brunel City or 

Virginia.

They were not the only uniformed guests, either.  David 

had deflected any inquiries from the start by joining another 

party of soldiers and deliberately announcing that they had 

been recently recruited from service elsewhere on Mars.  After 

he evaded a couple of attempts to pin down their last place of 

service, the questions stopped.  It is not considered wise in 

space to inquire too closely into the antecedents of one’s 

messmates.  Even in the European colonies, every man was still 

his own man to a certain extent, and curiosity could be 

dangerous.  David’s choice had happily fallen on a small group 

who were already well into their cups and consequently more 

ready to talk than to listen.

From them it became apparent that the Brunel City 

troops were none too optimistic about the extra searches that 

were taking place to discover the two “fugitives.”  The 

Toulousans had made up a clever cover story which involved 

David and Peter being branded as embezzlers, and the 

arresting agents were to be rewarded with a portion of the 

funds recovered from them.  The amount mentioned in this 

connection was a very large one.  Since state troops rarely had 

the opportunity of earning a ransom, or of disposing of it 

without it being first reduced by large bribes to the authorities, 

a legal reward was highly coveted.  Good incentive, David 

thought, considering the nature of the men it was supposed to 

work on.  As good as it could ever be, anyway.  The soldiers 

were motivated, true, but their inbred cynicism still dominated 

their thoughts.  Speculation was rife as to how much, if any, of 

the reward they would keep if they earned it.  Equally 

prominent was the ambition to discover the absconders 

privately and make unofficial terms with them, which was 

agreed to be a much more profitable way of dealing with the 

situation.  Most importantly, though, the rank and file were 

extremely disgusted at the thought of doing a favor for 
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Volcaea.  The general sense was that the search would not be 

carried out too thoroughly.

That much was satisfactory.  Otherwise their stay at the 

tavern was utterly unproductive.  It was a quiet place.  Unlike 

the houses of entertainment in the cities of the warlords, 

Volcaean pubs did not fill to capacity with colorful streams of 

mercenaries and entrepreneurs, traders and scientists and 

refugees and outright lawbreakers.  Here the crowd was a 

subdued one of careerist retainers, engineers, and petty 

officials.  Even the prostitutes were thinly distributed and far 

more discreet than their sisters elsewhere on the planet.

The sun was coming up, and David and Peter were on 

their fifth tavern of the night, before David found what he was 

looking for.  

Opportunity presented itself in the form and figure of 

an enormous Scotsman, the genuine variety and magnificently 

drunk.  Peter remarked that his accent alone practically made 

the glasses vibrate sympathetically.  His size was so vast that 

he carried two sabres rather than one, sheathed crosswise 

behind his back.  The sight of him must have been rather 

intimidating to the barman.

Of course, David’s assumed accent didn’t fool him for a 

moment, but the only visible response it evoked was a broad 

wink.  For some reason the Scot appeared to view the 

deception as placing them on a confidential footing with him.  

An easy sharing of views took place.  Their new acquaintance 

had no hesitation in expressing his disdain for the Toulousans 

in general and his annoyance with the ongoing search, which, 

he confided, made excessive demands on his time.  Nor was he 

exactly enamored of his comrades in arms.  The usual story, 

David assumed.  Fled to England in a hurry, tasted the 

potential of Mars, and now was rather disillusioned with his 

present lot.  A mercenary in the making.

“I’d desert, sure,” the Scot said in response to a 

carefully worded inquiry, whilst nodding sagely at the bottom 
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of his glass.  The armies of the states and their colonies still 

attempted to contractually bind their soldiers to service.  “But 

then, y’see, it has its risks.  Supposing I take service with one of 

these warlords and find myself in the ranks against these 

English again one day?  It’s no better than rank suicide then if 

they recognize me or capture me.  They have so much trouble 

getting soldiers to sit and brood over this giant factory of theirs 

that they think it’s wise to make an example of anyone who 

strays.”

“Dans ce pays-ci, il est bon de tuer de temps en temps 

un amiral pour encourager les autres,” David murmured.  

“What you require is a less drastic means of making your exit.”

The Scot shrugged.  “Such a means has yet to bring 

itself to my notice.”  He gave David an appraising glance.  

“Perhaps if such an idea occurred to anyone...”

“It is always wise in these matters to draw inspiration 

from the greats of the past.  One famous gentleman in 

particular found it quite useful for his purposes, when he 

wanted to leave a place, to induce the inhabitants themselves to 

throw him out, ensuring that the blame for his expulsion rested 

entirely on their shoulders.  In reacting to his apparent offense 

they overlooked the fact that they were actually doing his 

bidding.”

“Clever, clever.  A good trick.  But in this case?”

David carelessly produced an aureus from nowhere and 

inspected its surface as if doubtful of its authenticity.  “You are 

a strong man,” he said, apropos of nothing.

Their companion grinned.  “I have tossed the caber.”

“And, to put it quite frankly, you are drunk.”

“Well, not so much so...”

“Enough, shall we say, that your relations with the fruit 

of the vine would still be apparent in a few hours.”

“Oh, I think there could be no shortage of witnesses to 

that, now.”
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“And so capable of causing a disturbance, no doubt?  

Something violent but not painfully so?”

“Violence remarkable for the mere use of force rather 

than the amount of force used.  Is that it?”

“That is precisely it.”

The Scot pursed his lips.  “And where might be a good 

place to make such a demonstration?  I ask only out of 

curiosity.”

David appeared to give this some consideration.  

Finally he made a pronouncement.  “The western airlock, I 

should think.  In perhaps three or four hours’ time.”

There was now a pause while everyone involved took 

stock of the situation, and the Gael’s eyes kept returning to the 

small gleaming disc that David was fiddling with 

absentmindedly.  Eventually he returned to the subject 

obliquely.  “And yet freedom is a hard thing for a man without 

resources of his own, in a world so harsh as this one more than 

ever.”

“Always assuming that he does not have resources of 

his own, that is,” was the reply.  “Some men have been known 

to make quite a good thing out of their private ventures.  

Indeed, such engagements were always customary in the old 

days.”

“And hidden treasures may always be found, at that.”

“Yes, even on Mars they sometimes occur.  This is a 

fruitful planet in spite of these rapists who crowd in upon it, 

slavering at the mouth.”

“Now if there was a map...”

“Then the task would be much easier.  And there 

always is a map; they are not so uncommon as the stories make 

them out to be.  I myself may come across some such thing any 

time now.  What is written is written.”

“Before you reach the western gate, let us say?”
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“Undoubtedly before I reach the gate.  Such things are 

not wise to retain in one’s possession when there is likely to be 

a fight.”

The Scotsman smiled grimly and raised his glass 

slightly in a silent conclusion of the bargain.

“Now what?” Peter said later, as he trailed after David 

through a tangle of dimly lit alleys far from the main 

thoroughfares.  The great atmosphere domes were not present 

here and the roofs of the city were low as a result.  Houses and 

shops with thick walls to keep out radiation, toxic gas, and 

marauders hemmed them in on both sides.  Vines and shrubs 

had been planted in every available space to freshen the air.

“Now we find a place to deposit our friend’s payment 

on account, and then we need to devise some way of getting 

our packs out of the city.  This should do for the former.”  He 

stopped beneath an elegant niche set into an otherwise plain 

wall, an imported relic of the Europe that once had been.  

Beneath it lay a bed of freshly planted flowers.

David knelt in front of the flower bed and withdrew 

several small tubes from within his belt.  They were 

unostentatiously wrapped in brown paper.  Inside each was 

gold, the sum of fifty aureii in krugerrand coins.  These were 

very old and venerable coins, first minted long before the 

world had changed, and had been continued in production 

since then by several of the warlords in their remote African 

bases on Earth.  The coin’s associations with the warlords made 

it a fairly common sight on Mars, something not unusual for a 

soldier or mercenary to possess.  David had chosen them for 

this reason.  He pushed the tubes deep into the damp mulch, 

below the roots of the plants, and drew the soil over them 

again.  The concealment took no time at all.

“Note the alley name,” David said, looking up and 

down it to be sure they were not observed.  “And now, I think, 

for a final surprise.”
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* * * * *

The western gate of Brunel City was thronged that 

morning as always.  Out through that gate, and beyond the 

horizon, the lush plains of Mars sloped down towards the 

shores of one of the slowly growing seas.  It was the only real 

gate in the city.  Behind it lay a great staging area where the 

Martian traders and caravans gathered to have their passports 

examined and their goods inspected and generally partially 

confiscated.  This area was walled in, and roofed over with 

glass, but the gate rose in a single unbroken arch through 

which the Martian air flowed freely.  To enter the staging area, 

it was necessary to first pass through the smaller airlocks, 

masked of course, before approaching the gate.

The gate itself was the work of that rare creature, an 

architect with a sense of grace and design.  Brunel City was 

strictly utilitarian in its general lines, which attempted to 

combine clean grace with efficiency in the English style of 

yesteryear--and yet somehow a gate worthy of Samarkand had 

been reared at this entrance to the city.  Beneath its arch the 

boxy vehicles crudely adapted from old internal combustion 

designs shrank to insignificance.  The plain, dull clothes of the 

traders and the uniform blue of the soldiers were practically 

unnoticeable beside its thousand flashing colors, a triumph of 

the mosaicist’s art written in tile and glass and bound to earth 

with copper bands.  The rays of the rising sun shone through 

its aperture and made it look as though the road away from the 

city was paved with gems.

“It is far too good for this city,” Peter said, looking 

down on it from safely within the walls.  “To them it is nothing 

but a public works project, one of many.  An emperor might be 

proud of that erection; a whole people might glory in such a 

work added to their domains to be the wonder of travellers.  

And here unimaginative conscripts sit and ignore it as if it were 

a chunk of colorless concrete.”
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“Remember the poem?” David asked.

“I never could remember poems,”  Peter said, tossing 

his head impatiently.  “And there are innumerable poems in 

this flowery language of ours about gates.”

“Yes, but only one truly magnificent one that suits this 

gate.  The lines that kept running in the head of the little Belgie 

detective of the old stories as he made his way across the 

desert:

I am the gate toward the sea: O sailor men, pass out from me!

I hear you high in Lebanon, singing the marvels of the sea.

The dragon-green, the luminous, the dark, the serpent-

haunted sea,

The snow-besprinkled wine of earth, the white-and-blue-

flower foaming sea.

David gazed off wistfully at the gate.  “One day it will stand 

open to the skies, and men laden with flowers and spices will 

pass in procession beneath it, going joyfully down to the sea, 

no longer hiding from the very air around them.  And then--”

His voice was cut off abruptly as Peter spoke out in a 

louder and more ringing tone than any he had used so far on 

Mars:

Beyond the bay in utmost West old Solomon the Jewish King

Sits with his beard upon his breast, and grips and guards his 

magic ring:

And when that ring is stolen, he will rise in outraged 

majesty,

And take the World upon his back, and fling the World 

beyond the sea!

Then he noticed David’s eyes on him.  “Well, we are in search 

of a sort of magic ring, aren’t we?”

“Yes...but I thought you couldn’t recall that poem.”
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“No more can I,” Peter admitted ruefully.

David would have pursued this but out of the corner of 

his eye he caught sight of a tall figure moving very indirectly 

towards them.  The crowd parted for the Scotsman and closed 

again behind him, muttering irritably at the interruption.  

David edged away towards the open patio of a restaurant and 

began scrutinizing the menu.  The Scot came up next to him a 

moment later.  Without raising his head, or appearing to break 

in on his contemplation, David mentioned the location of the 

gold cache.  A faint chuckle indicated that this news was well 

received.  “And the plan?” his newly acquired retainer 

enquired.

“Very simple.  Once in the courtyard, give us some time 

to follow you out.  Then pick out one of the merchant vehicles.  

Climb aboard, making sure your inebriation is apparent, and 

drive off suddenly through the gate before you can be stopped.  

We will go out with the party sent after you.  Provided you can 

reach the jungle before you are caught, that is all that we 

require.”

“Hmmm.  Simple indeed.  Prejudicial to my character 

but not dangerously so.  But supposing they miss you later?”

“Not likely in the heat of the moment.  And afterwards, 

when they find all their soldiers are accounted for, they won’t 

bother to make inquiries as to how many members of the patrol 

actually went out.”  The two men moved away from the 

restaurant, apparently making light conversation.

“Well, I cannot complain.  It’s your risk after all and I 

can’t be connected with it.  Today is a bad day to be deserting, 

though.  They’re in quite the rare taking at headquarters.”

“Something new?”

“Haven’t you heard?  They found the baggage of the 

two embezzlers we’ve been supposed to be searching for.  Piled 

on one of the Cuban ambassador’s vehicles, no less.  There’s 

not been such excitement since I’ve been here.  Command is 

now sure they are some kind of emissaries to the Cuban station 
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and are carrying funds to it for a special operation.  They’re 

practically ready to declare war on Cuba for conspiring to 

enlarge its sphere of influence and on Volcaea for lying to them 

about the true identity of the passengers they wanted us to 

hold for them.  Oh, the sparks are flying all right, today.”  He 

was clearly deriving considerable enjoyment from the 

discomfiture of his superiors.

“I take it that’s the end of Anglo-French cooperation for 

the moment.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if the Volcaean consuls were 

given an official complaint this afternoon.  Personally, I think it 

was all a scheme of theirs to try to interfere with our Cuban 

traffic from the start.”  The Scotsman nodded and slipped away 

in the crowd.  David rejoined Peter.

“Be ready to sprint,” he said to the latter.

Shortly thereafter they donned their helmets and 

moved towards one of the airlocks.  With the uniform coveralls 

they had put on uniform helmets as well.  These were the same 

fishbowl shape as their original masks, but were mirrored on 

the inside so that their faces were invisible to anyone looking at 

them from the outside of the helmet.  The result was that the 

Brunel City troops all looked as if they were traipsing about 

with their heads encased in lumps of iridescent mercury.  To a 

visitor from Earth it was more fascinating than intimidating, 

but then use makes master.

The great courtyard gave an impression of great 

animation in spite of being almost silent.  Helmeted men did 

not bother to talk, and the electric motors of the vehicles gave 

off little sound when turned on.  Such utter silence in a world 

that teemed with life was the most frightening thing they had 

yet encountered on Mars.  It was completely unnatural and 

hostile.  If anything, the sight of several trees planted within 

the courtyard accentuated this feeling.  Their leaves fluttered in 

the slight breeze and their branches swayed and rustled, all 

without the slightest sound.
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Pushing the queer feeling of being underwater away, 

David and Peter slowly made their way around the perimeter 

of the courtyard towards the gate and its guard detail.  They 

went unnoticed among all the other soldiers there, who were 

mostly engaged in checking parcels, confiscating goods, and 

stamping papers.  A few hung on the sidelines and supervised 

or merely watched.  Their body language suggested vigilance, 

but it was doubtful how much visual attention could make up 

for the total absence of hearing.

David slowly edged up behind the party of gate guards, 

who were at that moment too engaged in waving a departing 

convoy through the gate to pay much attention to their own 

number.  Peter hovered at his shoulder.  They had gone 

unnoticed so far.  A little way off they could see the massive 

figure of their ally clearing a way through the crowd, swaying 

noticeably all the while.  One of his fellow soldiers tried to pull 

him aside but merely got patted on his helmet and brushed 

aside for his pains.

Then the Scotsman seemed to make a decision.  He 

abandoned his previous course and made for a small open 

vehicle with an equally small merchant perched on the driver’s 

seat, waiting for his cargo to be brought up.  The Scot climbed 

up onto it, the merchant scrambling out of the way to avoid 

being stepped on, and surveyed his surroundings with a 

defiant air.  Then he wobbled and collapsed back into the seat.  

The displaced driver tried to push him off, but it did no good.  

The Scot merely picked him up under the arms and deposited 

him on the grass, gently, but with sufficient flair that he 

attracted the attention of the crowd.  And then his hands found 

the starter switch and opened the throttle, and the little Martian 

jeep swerved forward.

Bystanders leapt to get out of the way.  Several soldiers 

tried to climb aboard but the jeep always jerked away from 

them at the last moment.  The Scotsman was picking up speed 

and made directly for the gate in a sweeping turn.  His 
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comrades again tried to wave him down, with no better results.  

They had to scramble away at the last minute, thrown into 

confusion by his passage, and watch as he went careening 

away over the rather uneven greenery towards the jungle.

The rest happened exactly as David had predicted.  One 

of the officers at the gate waved for his men to follow him.  

David and Peter joined the rush.  They found themselves 

aboard a sort of truck, balancing on the platforms along its 

sides while the driver opened the throttle and closed up on the 

joyriding Scotsman.  They had come within fifty yards of him 

when he disappeared into the wood.  Since he had missed the 

main trail altogether, it became necessary to follow his track by 

the crushed ferns and thrashing branches that cut directly into 

the jungle.  And then their driver braked and swerved 

abruptly.  Several men were flung free of the truck altogether, 

and the truck nearly impaled itself on the jeep.  The Scotsman 

had run it directly into one of the larger trees.  He was now 

standing on the hood shaking the tree ineffectually with his 

hands.

In the rush to pull him down, David and Peter stepped 

away from the other uniformed figures and into the jungle.  

Ten seconds afterwards they were invisible.

* * * * *

Two centuries ago it would have been ludicrous to 

speak of the jungles of Mars.  The planet was a wasteland, and 

as far as human eyes could tell, it had been one for eons.  And 

yet once the first major step in terraforming was taken, Mars 

became a paradise for the vegetable kingdom.  Undiminished 

soil and a pure carbon dioxide atmosphere, combined with 

reasonable quantities of water and possibly the effects of 

ionizing radiation, had accelerated plant evolution beyond 

anything ever predicted.  Now Mars had a flora all its own, and 

one which made humans stare in amazement.  
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The trees and even the flowers were enormous.  They 

had to fight against less than half of Earth’s gravity and could 

draw unlimited amounts of carbon from the air.  Since there 

were no insects on Mars yet, they also propagated by means of 

roots or spores almost without exception.  Pollination was less 

competitive when its effectiveness depended solely on the 

wind.  They were hardy, too; the first plants brought to Mars 

had been selected from desert and savannah areas to make the 

most of their inherent abilities to deal with limited water.  

Virtually none of the original strains remained by now, though.  

Everything brought to Mars had transformed itself into new 

and vibrantly different species in this world that was far kinder 

to plants than to humans.

David and Peter were presently striking away through 

the forest that was the result of all this runaway evolution in 

the general direction of the main road.  It would be unwise to 

show themselves and risk being spotted by a passing convoy or 

patrol, but that was no reason why they should not use the 

road for guidance while remaining under the cover of the trees.  

The foliage proved less of an obstacle than expected.  Grown 

up under the pull of a less demanding planetary gravity, the 

plants and shrubs reached higher but were also lighter and less 

strongly built than their counterparts on Earth.  For the same 

reason, the Marquesans covered ground much faster than they 

would at home.  In spite of their acclimatization over the past 

several weeks, when they exerted themselves, their steps 

carried them much farther.  Long journeys on foot were 

inconvenient on Mars, due to the poisonous atmosphere, but 

the faster rate of progress still made them possible.

They passed several hours this way, striding along 

through the forest and slowing their pace whenever a convoy 

passed them by, so as not to attract attention by disturbing the 

leaves.  David’s information was that the majority of convoys 

always departed early in the morning.  Therefore, the road 

should be clear except for routine patrols during the evening.  
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This would be the most likely time to pick out one of the patrol 

vehicles and appropriate it for their own use.  With that 

available, they could travel through the night and stagger into 

Volcaea tomorrow morning, then shed their disguises and 

disappear again.

Aside from the inconvenience of not being able to hear 

or talk, and the temperature inside the helmets, it was quite a 

pleasant walk.  Each helmet had thoughtfully been provided 

with a drinking tube, so thirst was not a problem.  Eating 

would have to wait until they reached Volcaea and could 

remove their helmets.  For the moment, a blend of fruit juices 

instead of water, which they had filled their tanks with before 

departing, kept the edge off their appetites.  

The shadows on the forest floor changed and shifted.  

At first they had pointed ahead of the travellers.  Then they had 

retreated on themselves and disappeared, till now David could 

only see them if he looked back over his shoulder.  He drew a 

map from one of his pockets and consulted it.  About half a 

mile further on, the road entered a slight curve that should be 

suitable for laying an ambush.  There had been no traffic along 

for the last hour, and it was necessary, or at least desirable, that 

they should stage their capture before the sun went down to 

minimize the risk.  Darkness always reduces the odds of 

success in most military operations.  He took out a notepad and 

briefly outlined this plan for Peter.  The latter’s face was 

invisible through the visor, but on David’s holding it up in 

front of him, he nodded.

Shortly thereafter a dull gray patrol vehicle made its 

noiseless way down the road.  In spite of the fact that it was no 

camouflage at all on a place as lush as Mars, where the most 

common shade was a rich green dotted with bursts of brighter 

colors, the Europeans would continue to insist on painting their 

vehicles gray.  Tradition.  It was not enclosed like the old 

armored vehicles of the third generation wars, however.  Mars 

placed a premium on speed and mobility.  The resulting design 
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was something like a small flatboat on wheels.  A central 

console was surrounded on all four sides by an open well, 

allowing as many soldiers as could fit to be piled on board.  

The vehicle in question fortunately had only three, a driver and 

two watchmen.

As it neared the halfway point in the curve, there was a 

rustling in the foliage, and another soldier in a Brunel City 

uniform emerged from jungle into the middle of the road.  He 

raised both hands and signalled for them to come to a stop.  

The patrol craft halted and the two watchmen stepped down, 

hands cautiously near their rifles.  Their doubts were laid to 

rest when they saw the message the new arrival was holding 

up for them to see: “Companion has broken leg.  Need medical 

assistance.”  One of the soldiers jumped back up into the 

vehicle to retrieve a first aid kit, and then followed his 

companion after the strange soldier into the bracken.

Just off the road Peter lay nestled in a bed of ferns in a 

small cleared space.  One of his legs was twisted dramatically 

aside.  The expression on his face was invisible through the 

helmet, but presumably it showed relief as David emerged 

through the bushes with the two soldiers.  These advanced 

towards Peter, opening the medical bag as they did so.  The 

one in the lead bent over his outstretched leg.  If he showed 

surprise at finding it uninjured, they never found it out.  Peter’s 

hand, which had been lying limp, shot up and caught the man 

in his shoulder with a hypodermic.  The sharp steel of the 

needle went right through the layers of uniform and the soldier 

collapsed to the ground before he could even get his hand up 

to remove it.  At the same moment, David thrust another 

needle into the second soldier from behind, with exactly the 

same results.

The third crewman was disposed of by the same means.  

David came trotting out of the bushes towards the vehicle, at a 

brisk pace but not one that made it appear he could be 

charging.  As he approached, the driver saw him writing 
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something more on his notepad.  Medical instructions, 

probably.  David clambered up the vehicle’s side and held the 

notepad up for the driver to see.  His eyes widened in 

incomprehension and suspicion just before he felt the needle 

prick his thigh and his world dissolved into nothing.

In another few minutes David and Peter had the three 

soldiers artistically arranged in the bow of the vehicle and 

shackled discreetly so as not to excite suspicion if they were 

passed by others.  David stationed himself near them with a 

rifle and the searchlight.  Peter, as the engineer of their small 

party, took over the controls.  The torn sheet off David’s tablet 

that he had showed to the driver still lay on the deck.  Peter 

picked it up and glanced at the contents.

“Very useful things, these uniforms,” it read.
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8
“You must excuse me if I venture to point out that the Greenland 

whale no longer frequents the upper reaches of the Thames.”

The guards at the Volcaean airlock didn’t like letting 

English soldiers into their city, even after having called an 

interpreter and heard him translate the explanations their 

visitors offered on their tablets.  In spite of various English 

dialects being the lingua franca of space, Volcaea prided itself 

on its ardent nationalism and selected its gate guards 

exclusively from among the monolingual members of its army, 

so as to assert its cultural superiority more obviously.  But the 

guards really had no other choice but to admit the English.  The 

colonies were not at war, they were actually cooperating to 

some extent at the moment, and above all, this particular case 

was a sort of emergency.  The men’s patrol vehicle had broken 

down several miles out and they had hiked to the city to bring 

word of the accident.  Three of their comrades were still there 

attempting repairs.  Which meant the Volcaeans would not 

only have to take these men in, but also send out a search party 

to relieve the other Englishmen who had remained with their 

vehicle.  The laws of space were still similar to the laws of the 

sea, within the boundaries of the colonies as much as anywhere 

else.  Grudgingly the Volcaeans allowed the foreigners to pass.  

And so David and Peter entered into the land of their enemies 

unknown to the latter, breathing free air and hearing sound 

again for the first time in twenty-four hours.
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The noise, in fact, seemed almost deafening after the 

silence of the jungle.  Volcaea was by far the largest and most 

powerful of the European colonies on Mars.  The city was a 

dream of Buckminster Fuller’s made real.  Massive geodesic 

domes rose in clusters to shimmer on the Martian surface like 

slightly angular soap bubbles.  Applying their trademark Gallic 

combination of ambitious engineering and rural fetishism, the 

Toulousans had laid out a colony that appeared far less 

crowded to the eye than Brunel City.  Buildings within the 

domes were restricted to a few stories, and each was topped 

with a flat roof on which a garden had been planted.  Their 

number was severely limited, as the goal of the planners had 

been to leave as much surface area free for oxygen-generating 

plants as possible.  Many areas of Volcaea were as parklike as 

the Martian outdoors, although the vegetation, growing in a 

carbon-poor atmosphere, was much less luxuriant.

The whole arrangement was deceptive, of course.  

Beneath the surface of the city lay massive industrial factories.  

The Toulousans were stripping huge quantites of ore out of the 

Martian crust, refining it, pumping the liberated oxygen into 

the atmosphere, and then turning the refined metals into more 

wind turbines and more drill bits and more domes so that their 

colony might grow at an ever-increasing rate.  The industrial 

revolution was attempting to sink its fangs into yet another 

virgin planet.  How many times, David wondered, had this 

cycle played out in other parts of the galaxy?  How many times 

had men destroyed or nearly destroyed their worlds in this 

atavistic pursuit of gadgetry?

Presumably it would all stop soon enough, once the 

hyperdrive came into its own.  But at present the Toulousans 

had that, too, although it had been no use to them so far.

That was Peter’s principal reflection.  He was visibly 

yearning for his boyfriend’s presence now that he was finally 

within a short distance of him.  “How are we going to find 
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Jeremy?” were the first words out of his mouth when his 

helmet came off.

“We pump the natives, as usual.”

“You expect to rely on the underworld again?”

“Walking into the prefect’s office and asking where 

they lodge their secret service staff is not usually a very 

effective way of conducting an investigation.  If we had more 

time to play with, I’m sure one of the officials would be willing 

to tell us for a consideration and the sake of departmental 

jealousy, but I think a faster approach is required.”

“So we get rid of these uniforms first, I take it.”

“Yes, although just dumping them would be 

insufficient.  If they turn up at random there will be inquiries 

made about their previous occupants.  We need a method of 

disposing of them while at the same time giving them a 

convincing pedigree.”

As it turned out, the problem of pedigree was one that 

was easily solved.

The two Marquesans had gradually made their way 

into one of the less frequented areas of the city.  Instead of the 

narrow alleys and unfrequented streets of the English colony, 

here there were plots of trees and small gardens or vineyards 

breaking up the ground, which made certain areas very private 

indeed.  Better, almost, since the foliage allowed them to hear 

others coming at a distance while remaining unseen 

themselves.

“I suppose we might as well take them off now, 

though,” Peter said, plucking at the coveralls.  The mirrored 

helmets had been stuffed into the thick bushes and left behind 

long ago.

“It wouldn’t hurt.  We’ll certainly attract less attention 

in mufti than dressed as Englishmen.  Though I imagine the 

city authorities will be rather annoyed when they discover that 

their stranded allies turned out to be highway robbers who 

have inconveniently disappeared.”
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“You can’t have everything in this world.  Or in 

another, for that matter.  They should be grateful we left the 

soldiers and vehicle we borrowed perfectly intact.  Otherwise 

they might have had to answer to Brunel City for the loss, and 

that wouldn’t have gone well at all.”

“There was never a nation-state that considered itself 

fortunate.  Their entire existence was driven by the concept that 

something was always unsatisfactory, or less satisfactory than 

it could be.  Hence the endless series of quests they undertook 

to adjust the perceived flaws.”

“It would have been more convenient for us if they had 

adjusted themselves out of existence.”

“We have the misfortune to disagree with you on that.”  

A soft but heavily ironic voice interrupted them.  Somehow a 

small, shabbily dressed Toulousan had slipped up behind them 

while they were getting rid of the coveralls and was now 

training a large projectile pistol in the general direction of their 

heads.

David eyed him rather curiously.  “One of the 

foundation principles of sociology is that convenience can 

never be equally distributed.  What is convenient to me, for 

example, might deeply inconvenience someone else were I to 

act on my wishes.”

“That is a foundation principle of anarchism, not of 

sociology,” the Toulousan retorted, with a slight shake of his 

head.

“I take it that you are a practicing anarchist, then?” 

David said.

“On the contrary.  I am a practicing citizen.”

“Oh, I see.  An anarchistic throwback with cultural 

amnesia.  Don’t be alarmed by the description, we much prefer 

it to any other.  It was always so tedious to hear Frenchmen 

going on about their motherland, la belle France, and 

Marianne.  I suppose you Toulousans are progressing towards 

the development of an equally anachronistic culture?”
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“Actually we are progressing towards the restoration of 

sanity, development, and ethics in the world.  Which I venture 

to say that you gentlemen have done much to disrupt.”

“Equating sanity with oppression, development with 

materialism and wastefulness, and ethics with taboos enforced 

by ritualized murder is a fascinating viewpoint, but somehow 

it has always failed to capture my imagination.”

“I am desolated to hear it.  Still, as you suggest, there 

may have been more profit for you in holding to other 

philosophies.”

“And amusement,” Peter put in.  “Don’t forget the 

amusement.  Everything about the old ways is so inevitably 

comic when you look at them from the proper angle.”

“It is not any special consolation to us that you are 

entertained by our misfortunes.  But it does provide us with a 

means of appreciating our victories all that much more.”

“Victories?  In that case you must indeed be pleased 

with yourselves.  I was unaware that the course of human 

history had recently been adjusted, least of all on instructions 

from the prefecture of Volcaea.”

“Alas, we must manage to be satisfied with lesser 

events.  For example, I do not regret in the slightest to say that 

you gentlemen will be compelled to accompany me 

elsewhere.”

“Secret service, of course?”

“Of course.”  A faint smile tugged at the Toulousan’s 

mouth.

“I congratulate you.  But I also do not regret in the 

slightest to say that we will not be able to accompany you 

anywhere else.”

“Urgent private affairs demanding your attention, 

perhaps?”

“Unavoidably so.”
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Their captor nodded with a sympathy that almost, but 

not quite, entirely cloaked his irony.  “Spying is such a time-

consuming profession.”

“Spying?”  David feigned polite incredulity.  “I have 

never spied.  At least, that is, not since I was ten and Catherine 

de Medici was staying at our house.  The contents of her 

handbag were most instructive.”

“I assume you drew valuable lessons for the future 

from that occasion.”

“Indeed I did.  The foremost of which was to take my 

own path without regard to the insistence or assertions of 

others.”

“A highly dubious conclusion to draw.  It shows an 

utter lack of concern for society and your fellow man.”

“For society, yes.  But not for my fellow man.  My 

fellow man has problems enough of his own without my 

interference in his affairs, and I am no more likely to welcome 

his intrusion than he is to appreciate mine.  Which reminds me 

that I am delaying you needlessly.  Would you care to pass on 

and leave my friend and I to contemplation?”

“That is quite impossible.  Two men of unknown 

antecedents and strange accents are found to have entered our 

city in disguise while using anti-establishment language.  

Undoubted grounds for detaining you on suspicion.  A 

suspicion which, I may say, is sure to prove perfectly justified.”

David shook his head, giving the gesture a faint air of 

sorrow.  

“You will accompany me,” the agent insisted.  “Raise 

your hands and step forward immediately.”  He trained his 

pistol on them a trifle more precisely.  David ignored the 

gesture and looked past him to something that caught his 

attention.  “Hakim, if you would be so kind?”

The Toulousan heard a faint sound behind him and 

spun on his heel.  He was too late.  Hakim’s arms shot out, 
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grabbed him by the head, and twisted.  The man’s neck 

snapped immediately.

“Damn!” Peter swore, not at all pleased.

Meanwhile David was inspecting Hakim and his three 

companions, genial ruffians all from the looks of them.  Gaily 

dressed, heavily armed, and engaging in appearance rather 

than cunning or discreet.

“I won’t say you’re unwelcome,” he said at last.  “But 

your tracking us here was not exactly something we expected.”

Hakim was all bows and politeness.  “I must indeed 

apologize for the inconvenience.  Of course you did not care to 

remain in the public eye, especially after that last and most 

awkward incident on board the Nandi.  I can understand your 

predicament completely.  And I sympathize!  But it was 

absolutely necessary that I find you again.  There are reasons.”

“At the moment I am slightly more concerned with the 

how than the why.”

“It was not difficult.  I had travelled on the Nandi with 

several of my friends.  They knew you by sight as well as I did.  

Then when you disappeared before landing, I knew you would 

be making your way out of the city as quickly as possible.  We 

had only to watch each of the airlocks and had the good 

fortune to see you leave in disguise.  The rest was simple!  A 

ticket aboard the convoy that arrived last night, then watching 

the gate here until you arrived.  And then we trailed you at a 

distance until this--person--decided to interfere.”

“That is more reassuring than it should be, but we’ll 

leave that for now.  As you realized, we are not exactly 

welcome in Volcaea.  I trust your friends are men of equal 

discretion?”

“But of course!  For our patron and benefactor we are 

silent as the grave!  You may sleep in peace with never a 

thought of us, lord.”

“Which brings us to the question of motive.  Why did 

you trail us to Volcaea at all?”
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For some reason this question set Hakim off on another 

string of compliments and elaborate tributes to David’s 

personal qualities, merging gradually into a discourse on the 

iniquity of Martian tax regulations and the greed and luxury of 

the colonial officials.  David listened for a while, decided the 

answer would not be forthcoming in such a strain, and 

repeated the question.  Each time Hakim tried to explain in 

detail, he cut him off.  Finally that gentleman of fortune gave in 

and answered.

“We hoped to persuade you to part with your armor.”

“Our armor?”  David was truly taken aback.  “You 

trekked hundred of miles across Mars for armor?  I am forced 

to conclude that either I was wearing Agamemnon’s 

breastplate by mistake or that there is something wrong with 

your story.”

“I assure you, my most esteemed patron--”

“In any case,” David went on, overlooking Hakim’s 

attempt to turn on the waterworks again, “we are in no 

position to sell, trade or give you that armor.  We piled it and 

the rest of our baggage on a diplomatic vehicle before leaving 

Brunel City and left under cover of the fireworks that resulted 

from its discovery.  So I am unsure what exactly you expected 

to gain by the trip.”

“Oh, that.”  Hakim waved it aside.  “We heard of that 

before our departure.  It was very audacious of you.  Brilliant, 

but not a stroke that the ordinary mind would conceive of.  

They do not understand a little sacrifice to gain a greater goal.  

But I did not mean your heavy armor.  It was the vests we had 

in mind.”

“Equally incomprehensible.  Why?”

“I shall be only too glad to show you if you could bear 

to part with them?”  Seeing David’s hesitation, he motioned 

one of his followers forward with a case.  “It is out of no desire 

to leave you unarmed!  We have taken care to provide you 
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with replacements.  It is only those two vests in particular that 

we seek.”

David looked at Peter, who simply shrugged.  There 

was no point in arguing it out.  If Hakim wanted the vests, it 

might be as well to give them to him.  They pulled the stiff 

garments from under their jackets and handed them over.  The 

padded layers of cloth could not stop a bullet like the 

composite materials made in the days before the world 

changed, but they could absorb some of a laser’s force or 

deflect a blade, and they added warmth on a cool planet as 

well.  Hakim clasped the vests to him while beaming like a 

proud father while the Marquesans donned the replacements.

“Now for that demonstration,” David demanded.

“But of course!”  Hakim handed one of the vests to his 

companions and drew his knife with a flourish.  Working 

carefully, he slit through the layers of cloth in the vest he still 

held, between two of the numerous heavy seams that crossed 

back and forth over its surface.  Then he gave a sigh of 

satisfaction as something fell out of the vest into his palm.  He 

held out his hand, and three deep blue sapphires sparkled 

there.

“Well that’s a new experience,” Peter commented.  “I’ve 

ridden mules before, but I’ve never been one.”

“I assume that you worked them into the protective 

vests, or supplied replacement vests altogether, when you were 

looking after our equipment?” David said.

Hakim nodded.  “I very much regret the inconvenience 

to you, but the temptation was one I could not resist.  You 

gentlemen offered the perfect opportunity to get them past the 

customs officials, knowing that you would either evade them 

or wave them aside with your connections.  And precious 

stones have not yet been found in any quantity on Mars.  

Combined with the greed of the officials--”

“You saw an opportunity to guarantee yourself a more 

substantial profit.”
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Hakim shrugged unashamedly.  “I prosper by adapting.  

If a few stones would be any use to you as compensation, I am 

yours to command.”

“Thanks all the same,” David said, “but they might lead 

to complications.  I take it you’ll be off to a cooler climate 

now?”

“If the locals are all like him, I believe it would be the 

safest course,” Hakim replied, with a dismissive gesture in the 

direction of the corpse.

“I wish you hadn’t killed him, though,” Peter said.  “We 

could have questioned him.”

“That creature?  Unlikely in the extreme.”  The Iberian 

shook his head dubiously.

“And risky,” David added.  “Besides, he is still very 

useful this way.  What better means of getting rid of our 

uniforms?  A few tears, a little blood, an odd shot or two 

discharged, and with the appropriate broken branches it will 

give the impression of a skirmish that ended badly.  The 

authorities will think the bodies were carted off to prevent 

identification, with the uniforms removed first to minimize the 

chance that someone would remark on an English soldier’s 

body being carried around.  The hijackers they seek will have 

disappeared and any investigation will be confronted with a 

dead end.”

Hakim beamed in approval.  “If you will permit me?”  

He passed the uniforms to one of his companions, who was 

able to render them sufficiently torn and stained within a 

matter of minutes.  They were then thrown down some 

distance away to give the impression of an abduction.  David 

and Peter even submitted to being dragged across the ground 

for a distance to leave the proper marks until Hakim 

pronounced the evidence satisfactory.  He took a particular 

delight in this part of the scheme.

“It is always a pleasure to confound the law,” he said, 

chuckling.  “Ah, but how enraged they will be, and how 
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disappointed at finding no victims to vent their bestialness on!  

I should pity them altogether if they were not such villains at 

heart.”

“Being devoted to the state is merely short-sighted and 

unintelligent,” David pointed out.  “It’s not quite villainy.”

“With men such as this, it is always a personal devotion 

stemming from the mere love of power,” Hakim disagreed.  “I 

do not make the distinction for animals like that one.  Had the 

state never existed, he would have become the temple servitor 

of a particularly bloodthirsty god.  As long as they can find a 

place in the world which gives them a sense of security and 

self-righteousness, men of that type will thrive.  His villainy is 

inherent, and that is his guilt.”  He nudged the corpse 

disgustedly with his toe.

“There are those who would call you an inherent 

villain.  Would you plead force of circumstances against their 

argument for force of habit?”

Hakim laughed, a genuinely amused, guileless, full-

bodied laugh.  “I plead to no force, most excellent and 

esteemed patron.  I claim only to drift with the circumstances, 

taking advantage of them as the whim strikes me.  It requires a 

dedicated man to be a villain.  And like you of the Marquesas, 

I merely go about my business and harm no one who would 

not intentionally harm me.  Should they choose to interfere 

with me”--here he shrugged--“well, then, it it is unfortunate for 

both of us.”

“A very cosmopolitan outlook,” David conceded.  

“You’d be right at home in Marquesan culture.”

“Perhaps, perhaps someday.  When I am too old to 

pursue young men across strange planets in search of a few 

pretty grains of salt.  I should at least be able to indulge my 

hobby there.  Can you guess it?  No?  Then far be it from me to 

reveal it.  Some things at least must be sacred.”  His dark eyes 

twinkled at them.  “And now we must part before the spies 

shall miss one of their own and begin inquiring for us.  
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Farewell, lords.”  He gestured to his companions and they 

glided silently down the path, disappearing around a curve.

“Strange man,” Peter said.

* * * * *

The first thing the Marquesans did after their meeting 

with the smugglers was to engage a room above one of the less 

reputable nightclubs and sleep right through till the following 

morning.  A Martian day is approximately the same length as 

an Earth day.  You cannot stay awake for several of them at a 

time without suffering ill effects from it.  As for their choice of 

lodgings, the more prominent Volcaean hotels clung to the 

state-enforced custom of demanding passports and 

documentation from prospective visitors, and looked 

skeptically on any customer who paid cash.  It was a vicious 

reversal of the proper relationship between client and servitor 

that could only be maintained at all by the compulsion of law.  

Fortunately, the law was difficult to enforce at all in the free if 

poisonous air of Mars.

Morning found David paying close attention to a highly 

detailed map of Volcaea he had procured through the landlord.  

He carefully marked off each official building and noted its 

relationship to the surrounding areas.  This much 

accomplished, he then insisted on setting out to view them on 

foot, rather than beginning inquiries among the lower classes of 

the city, somewhat to Peter’s disappointment.

As the day wore on, Peter expressed this view quite 

frankly.  “I don’t exactly see what we gain by examining all 

these archaic castles.  Jeremy may be confined in any one of 

them.  And how do we find that out just by observing them 

from the outside?  And why did the Toulousans really need to 

advertise the atavism of their culture by erecting castles on 

Mars in the first place?”
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“There’s a process of elimination involved,” David 

responded.  “Also, they are not exactly castles, you’ll notice.  

They are more along the lines of star forts without the 

outworks.”

“That still doesn’t explain their existence.  Why they 

built these instead of ordinary administrative buildings is 

something I can’t understand.  Or, if they wanted thick walls 

for the sake of protecting their precious skins, they could have 

just tunneled deep underground with considerably less effort.  

Erecting forts inside a sealed Martian city does not strike me as 

a wise engineering decision.”

“You look at it from the point of view of a construction 

engineer, though.  The Toulousans look at it from the point of 

view of social engineers.  Do you remember what the first 

fortifications in this style were designed to achieve?”

“As I recall, they were intended to serve as artillery 

platforms while providing as small a target for enemy artillery 

as possible.”

“True in its essentials, but there was more to it than 

that.  The design of the battlements was also specifically 

arranged to draw attackers into areas where they could be 

easily swept by the fire of the defenders.  Remember how the 

Toulousan authorities think!  They are the outward and visible 

manifestation of a nation-state, and every act against the state 

is considered a form of lese-majeste.  These buildings weren’t 

simply designed to be secure.  They were designed to be 

centers for the efficient killing off of the general public should 

a popular revolt ever occur.  Which brings us back to the 

question of why.  Why did the Toulousans put them here in the 

first place instead of installing their headquarters 

underground?  Because they are obvious and noticeable.  When 

a population revolts against its government, what does it do?  

It storms the centers of government en masse.  Think how this 

is especially true of the French experience in history.  The forts 

are intended to be obvious targets for revolutionaries, They are 
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supposed to provoke hostility and then draw its attacks in such 

a way that can be defeated easily.”

“Bloody efficient.  Literally.”

“Yes, but short-sighted in the end.  Of course a really 

angry populace might assault the forts, but given that they all 

realize how defensible the forts are, the chance is a small one.  

The forts merely give potential revolutionaries an incentive to 

be creative.  And the last thing the nation-state can stand 

against is creativity.”

“The nation-state mentality makes for an intriguing 

study when you find yourself immersed in it.  Although it 

never turns out to be understandable at bottom.”

“Nothing essentially illogical ever is readily 

understandable.  How curious!”

“What’s curious?”

Daniel consulted his rough sketch of the map.  “This 

one is.  Fort Saint-Raymond, it’s labelled.”

“But the notes say it’s merely chancery offices.”

“This is the sixth official building we’ve walked past in 

the last two hours, including the governor’s palace and the 

headquarters of the army administration.  Remember how 

many soldiers were on guard at each of those?  Well, keep a 

discreet eye on the battlements here and you’ll notice 

something that would make the general jealous if he had time 

to think about it.  I wonder what excuse they gave him?”

Although it was necessary to watch closely in order to 

see it, the battlements of Fort Saint-Raymond were noticeably 

more crowded than those of the other Volcaean fortifications.  

In addition to the regular soldiers, a number of men in mufti 

could be seen strolling the heights.  Not inspectors, or officials 

on a tour of inspection.  Their attention was focused on the 

people in the streets and grounds.

“Chancery offices, my eye,” David said as they strolled 

past without staring directly at the building for more than a 

few seconds at a time.  “You don’t set spies to guard 
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paperwork unless they’re using it as bait.  And it’s highly 

unlikely that our arrival coincides with a threat to steal 

construction blueprints or something of that sort.”

Peter kept his voice under control admirably.  “But 

suppose that it’s a trap?  It’s not outside the realm of possibility 

that the Toulousans put on extra guards here to distract 

attention from wherever they may actually be holding Jeremy.”

“You forget how the states think.  They don’t try to lure 

their enemies into traps as a general rule.  They draw an 

imaginary line around a particular point and then simply apply 

brute force to anyone who steps over it.  Gothic man defending 

the village wall, in essence.  In this case, too, I doubt they are 

exactly trying to hide him.  They have no objection to it being 

known that there is a political prisoner in there.  That has 

undoubtedly happened before and would attract little 

comment.  The important thing is that no one should know 

what Jeremy actually is, and the absolutely vital thing is that no 

one should possibly be able to reach him from outside.  Their 

preparations will be all for defense, not offense.”

“In that case, how do we break through?”

“By applying the very basic principle of taking their 

strength and turning it into our channels to do our work for us.  

Once we have located Jeremy, the rest will follow naturally.  

We have to be sure the first time, though, which is why it won’t 

hurt to examine the remainder of the forts on the map.”

The afternoon found them having exhausted all the 

other possibilities.  None of the forts they had visited after 

Saint-Raymond displayed any unusual sign of watchfulness or 

activity.  

“It definitely narrows our field, then,” Peter said, 

sampling a glass of the local wine.  He made a face.  Fruity reds 

had never been strongly favored in the Marquesas, for all that 

the Gauls were devoted to them.

“A narrow field, but not an even one,” David mused.  

“Excuse me while I go suborn a local gossip or two.”  He 
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passed out into the bar and could soon be heard making light 

conversation with several of its regular ornaments.  Evidently 

he was having some success, as outbreaks of laughter from the 

group could be heard regularly.  Peter couldn’t catch more 

than an occasional word, but he imagined it hadn’t been too 

difficult for David.  Pose as a recently arrived traveller--which 

was true enough--demonstrate ignorance of Volcaean customs 

and laws, lead the conversation towards the penalties for those 

laws and a discussion of Volcaean prisons, and so on to recent 

incarcerations and escapes, assaults, etc.  All while plying his 

co-conversationalists with drinks, of course.  Peter’s mind 

wandered.  Did they have enough silver on hand?  Would it be 

best to change some of the gold before going after the fortress, 

so as to have a reserve fund?  And what about getting out of 

Volcaea after finding Jeremy?  David had said nothing about 

escape plans, preferring to make his ideas up on the spur of the 

moment.  Perhaps he should give the matter some attention 

himself.

His meditations were interrupted as the laughter 

outside broke off abruptly, to be succeeded by shouts of 

irritation and a faint tinkle of glass.  Peter leapt up from his 

table and darted into the taproom.

The jovial group of regulars that David had apparently 

been drinking with had broken up.  The topers were even 

retreating briskly from the immediate area of the bar.  David 

himself was standing, facing off with a rather ordinary but 

determined-looking man a few paces away.  Peter felt the 

pressure in his veins rise slightly as he heard what the man had 

to say.

“You are a spy,” the latter repeated to David, staring at 

him haughtily.  Not petulantly, or angrily, or fearfully, but with 

that assumption of critically injured dignity which must have 

characterized the aristocrats of centuries past.

“Indeed?” David replied in a very gentle voice.  “Are 

your affairs of such importance, then, that anyone to whom 
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they are mentioned is automatically a risk to you and to your 

city?”

“In your case, yes,” the Toulousan continued.  “These 

persons”--he waved a disdainful hand towards the bar’s 

occupants--“worthless vermin as they may be, are known to 

me.  Their loose tongues may injure no one but themselves.  

But you are an unknown factor and therefore your discretion 

cannot be relied upon due to your lack of understanding of the 

circumstances, nor are you schooled in the proper respect 

owing to nobles of Volcaea.”

“An aristocrat?  How charming.  You are a hard race to 

kill, it seems.  The time spent in obscurity has clearly not 

improved your brains either.  Why in the world would any 

intelligent man be interested in your petty social and 

administrative bickerings?  And for that touchy little sense of 

honor you interrupted someone else’s conversation to no 

purpose?  Idiot.”

The Toulousan bowed slightly and drew his sabre.  

“You have no objection, I see.”

“Perhaps if mine host would be so good as to show the 

way?” David said, beckoning to the landlord.

That foxy individual looked nervous but led the way to 

the garden at the back of his establishment.  David’s assailant 

followed him without even glancing back.  Peter, flustered by 

all this, grabbed at David’s arm as they brought up the end of 

the procession, followed by spectators eager for the show.

“What happened?” he hissed.

“A moron heard his name mentioned idly in 

conversation and decided to play the grand seigneur,” David 

replied.  “I wouldn’t be concerned.  No one takes these would-

be nobles seriously, except themselves.”

The garden was not a large space.  There was an open 

area perhaps thirty feet square bordered by the building wall 

on one side and by terraced beds packed with vines, trees, and 

shrubs on the other three.  The spectators crowded up on the 
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latter, wearing an air of pleased expectancy for the most part.  

Notes of bets changed hands unobtrusively.  The Frenchman 

had already discarded his protective vest and was tapping his 

foot impatiently when David and Peter arrived on the scene.

“Your second?” the man demanded, with a disparaging 

glance at Peter.

“My friend,” David said as he tossed his vest away and 

disengaged the sabre from his belt.  He flicked his arm out, and 

the sheath flew off his sword to land neatly in the hands of one 

of the onlookers, who took it as a favorable omen and doubled 

his bets.  The blades glittered, touched, and engaged.

The new sabre style was a global technique more than a 

regional or local one.  And yet any observer could have told 

within the first minute of the combat that there was a subtle 

difference between the skills of the combatants.  The 

Toulousan’s strokes appeared old-fashioned.  He kept 

extending his stance inadvertently, leaning forward to balance 

on the ball of one foot, the mark of an academic more than a 

combat fencer.  By contrast, David kept his legs well under him 

unless he executed a leap or fleche.  The sword became a bird 

in his hand.  It floated and waved, conserving its momentum in 

a seamless series of complex arcs that baffled the Gaul, whose 

style tended to rely more heavily on traditional strike-reverse 

thrust-and-parry sequences.  David never appeared to exert 

himself with his strokes, either.  The weight of his sword alone 

was sufficient to deliver and deflect blows, and even to draw a 

thin line of blood from his opponent’s forearm, which drew a 

hum of approval at his skill from the crowd.  He kept shifting 

his ground as well, spinning, sideslipping, advancing and 

retreating.  It was immensely confusing for the more formal 

Toulousan, and it showed in his blows.  He simply could not 

keep up.  His strokes began missing David’s blade altogether.

Then David took one step forward and flicked his 

sword gently at his challenger’s face.  The man threw himself 

backwards to get out of the way, stumbling, and struggled to 
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drag his blade up to parry the blow.  It was a feeble parry and 

David batted it aside with ease, then stepped and flicked again.  

Again the Toulousan leapt back, farther this time, gathered 

himself together, and lunged with all his strength, seeking to 

pass under David’s guard.  

To the bystanders it looked for a moment as if David 

flung himself on his opponent’s sword.  In actuality, he had 

merely countered the attack with a lunge of his own.  But as he 

lunged forward, he knelt as well, all the way to the ground.  

His blade angled slightly upwards.  It crossed the Toulousan’s 

from beneath, deflected the thrust up and away from him, and 

caught the onrushing aristocrat directly in his diaphragm as he 

failed to check his momentum.

The injured man staggered back.  The landlord, who 

had been fearful for his potatoes the entire time, looked more 

relieved than otherwise and came forward with bandages.  A 

close-mouthed surgeon had already been sent for.  Meanwhile, 

the bystanders closed in on David, offering compliments and 

congratulations.

“Though I wouldn’t make too long a stay in Volcaea if I 

were you,” one of the older spectators murmured to David as 

the crowd broke up.  “These nobles talk of honor but have none 

beyond what’s convenient for them.  He’ll be clamoring for 

your arrest the instant he can safely open his mouth.  And he’ll 

get it too if you’re still around or visible.”  The man gave a 

discreet nod and went his way.

Peter followed David out into the street and was 

somewhat surprised to see him walking directly away from the 

inn.  “Where are you off to now?”

“Oh, anywhere,” David said, shrugging his shoulders 

slightly.  “Clearly we can’t stay there after what just happened.  

Besides, we need to start making escape plans if we’re going to 

pay a call on the fort tonight.”

“Tonight!  So you did find out something!”
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“Well, enough.  They remember a prisoner being 

brought in only a week ago under heavy guard.  A young man 

who one of the party described rather poetically as ‘golden all 

over.’  Doesn’t exactly sound like one of their own pale Gauls.  

Of course they tried to sneak him in, but people caught 

glimpses here and there, at the spaceport and in transit, and in 

a community this small the news travels so fast that there’s no 

point in officialdom trying to suppress it.  They just ignore the 

notice and hope people are too busy with their own affairs to 

pry into the doings of government.  It seems to be well-known 

too that Fort Saint-Raymond is Toulousan intelligence 

headquarters.  As distinct from Volcaean intelligence, that is.  

General Rene has his own little office for that which makes the 

home service quite nervous.”

“And what story did they give out to explain Jeremy’s 

presence?”

“The rumor is that he’s a trade hostage.  So it appears 

they stuck as closely to the truth as possible.  Admitted to the 

governor that he is a Marquesan and that the Toulousan 

government wants him well out of the way while conducting 

the negotiations on Earth.  Most likely they said they shipped 

him out here to avoid the Commander staging a rescue mission 

and breaking off the negotiations.  Casual, and plausible 

enough for the general to accept the story without wondering 

too much.”

“How do they explain the extra security in that case?”

“Oh, that’s the best part.  The Toulousans drummed up 

a cover operation and shipped dozens of cases of brand-new 

listening equipment out here on the same flight they put 

Jeremy on.  That’s what’s really attracting everybody’s 

attention right now.  The general wants some of it and is jumpy 

that it might be used against him.  The general public is just 

jumpy that it will be used against them.  And the mercenaries 

and thieves in the city are salivating at the prices they could get 

for some of that gear.  It’s really not such a bad move for the 
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Toulousans.  They think Jeremy is so important that they’re 

willing to strain relations with their own colony just to cover 

up his presence.  But they’re trapped in their own plot now.  

They can’t respond to the threat I sent them weeks ago without 

giving the show away.  Which means panic and vulnerability 

on their part.”

“And another false flag operation on our part, I’m 

guessing.”

“No, too risky here, where they have the ability and 

reason to check our credentials.  We’ll take the direct approach 

and go right over the wall.”

“In the face of all the armed guards?”

“They won’t pose a problem.  As I said before, we’ll 

turn them to our advantage.”

* * * * *

Peter couldn’t help wondering what use a rope and 

grapnel would be in turning rank-and-file soldiers into 

revolutionary allies.  After deciding they would move on the 

fort that night, David had declined to go into his plans in any 

further detail and hurried off to put them into action.  He had 

engaged a new room in an even more disreputable hotel, and 

had then gone out shopping and filled it with new masks, 

oxygen tanks, rations and so forth.  Next, he’d added climbing 

equipment to the collection, presumably for the assault.  And 

finally some batteries, lights, and a largish piece of pipe wound 

round and round with wire.  Peter didn’t understand the 

direction in which David’s mind was moving, but the promise 

of being able to see his boyfriend again in a few hours kept him 

from being excessively curious.

Now he was merely waiting in the bushes off to one 

side of the fort.  David had gone off to the other with a heavy 

pack to make his arrangements.
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Eventually there was a soft rustling amidst the leaves.  

One of the shadows thickened till it took on the shape of a man 

and David was sitting beside him again.  Peter fretted with 

impatience as David made no move to gather up their 

remaining equipment and make an advance on the fort.

“Advance under that?  Certainly not,” David said, 

when Peter suggested it.  He pointed to the fort, which stood 

out clearly in the partial dusk of the dome, bathed in the full 

light of day from dozens of lamps mounted on its walls.  The 

ground was clear around it in every direction to provide an 

adequate field of fire for the defenders.  “We’d be spotted 

immediately.  Wait till the candle burns out.”

For perhaps half an hour there was no sign of activity.  

Peter waited impatiently.  David waited with an air of 

satisfaction.  Then the silence of the night was broken by the 

sharp crack of shots from the other side of the fort.  

Semiautomatic projectile rifles, it sounded like.  And lots of 

them.  David rose silently and gathered up some of the 

climbing gear, passing the rest to his companion.  The shots 

continued, returned now by fire from the fort and the 

occasional sputter of a machine gun.  More and more lights 

came on and lit the scene even more brightly.  The battlements 

looked strangely deserted under the glare.  Meanwhile David 

stared at the fort with an almost rapt expression on his face.

“Wait for the candle to burn out,” he breathed again.

And then came the roar of an explosion from the other 

side of the fort.  Simultaneously its lights flared massively and 

then went out all at once.  The only radiance on the scene was 

the incandescent cloud of smoke rising up from an invisible 

source behind the walls.  Shots continued to pierce the night.  

The commands and firing from the walls took on a new, more 

hectic sound.

However, Peter was not given more than an instant to 

take this all in.  As the lights went out, David touched his arm.  

“Forward!” he hissed.  The guards had no lights to rely on and 
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their vision would be distorted by the rapid change to almost 

total darkness.  In less than ten seconds the Marquesans had 

covered the distance to the foot of the wall, blessing the lighter 

Martian gravity for the speed it lent them.  No challenges or 

shots had indicated that the remaining guards on this side were 

aware of their presence.  David unlimbered one of the grapnels 

and swung it up, not at the battlements, but at the slit of an 

embrasure that just barely showed above their heads.  It 

caught.  Disdaining climbing aids, since the rope was already 

knotted, David grasped it and swarmed up.  As he reached the 

embrasure, he stretched out a short boathook and caught the 

top of the battlements with it.  With that to aid him, he was 

able to pull himself up still farther till his feet stood on the 

horizontal slit in the wall and his fingers rested on the edge of 

the battlements.  Peter followed behind after him.  Then David 

nodded, and they both pulled themselves up and over the 

battlements in one swift move.

The diversion on the other side of the fort had worked 

just as David intended.  Most of the guards had been drawn off 

there to reply to the oncoming fire.  Only a few remained on 

this portion of the wall.  As they gained the battlements David 

spun to the left and Peter to the right.  David faced two startled 

opponents; Peter only one.  Their laser pistols made no noise 

against the firing going on in the background and the beams 

did not show up in the clear air.  All three soldiers dropped to 

the ground within a matter of seconds without having been 

able to give the alarm.

Keeping his pistol handy, David motioned Peter 

forward.  While Fort Saint-Raymond presented an 

uninterrupted field of fire to any possible assailants coming on 

from the ground, it had never been designed to be defended if 

the walls were once overrun.  That was an impossible 

contingency in the minds of the Toulousan government.  The 

result was the absence of any secondary lines of defense behind 

the ramparts, and a number of small rooms and offices had 
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been built back of them and surrounding the central courtyard.  

These were apparently uninhabited and undefended at the 

moment, since the excitement had pulled everyone towards the 

scene of the firing, which had finally ceased.

“Partisans?” Peter whispered to David as they made 

their way through the open-air corridors threading between the 

upper offices.

“Firecrackers,” David responded.  “On a long fuse.  I 

told you the candle had to burn out first.”

His explanation was cut off by the abrupt sound of 

footsteps ahead as a Toulousan soldier wheeled round the end 

of the corridor to face them.  Their voices must have carried, 

because his rifle was at the ready and covered them 

immediately.  He barked something in a slobbering Gallic 

accent, apparently a command to drop their weapons.  David 

complied and Peter was forced to follow his lead.

Then the man’s eyes bulged.  The smirk which had been 

beginning on his lips disappeared, and he exclaimed again, this 

time in a mixture of wonder and terror rather than command.  

He was looking past his two prisoners, staring at something 

behind them that they could not see.  The rifle slowly sagged in 

his hands.  David lunged forward, wrenched it away, and 

struck him on the point of the jaw hard enough to carry him off 

his feet and against the wall behind him.  Martian gravity had 

many features to recommend it, he mused.  He and Peter 

turned to see what had distracted the soldier, but they could 

see nothing but a blank wall behind where they had stood.

“Now that was strange,” Peter said as they resumed 

their onward progress.

“Not entirely.  Think about it.”  David seemed a trifle 

grim, nerving himself for something difficult.

The offices ended and they looked down on the central 

courtyard.  Originally this would have been bathed in full light 

even at night, but now it was dimly lit by a few splashes here 

and there.  Emergency lights had been dragged out from 
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storage somewhere, no doubt.  The paths were filled with men 

bumping into one another and swearing, bureaucrats and 

soldiers all jumbled up together.

“Are you ready for the last step?” David said.

“Of course!”

“Then do as I do.”  He holstered his pistol.  Peter 

followed his lead, understanding vaguely that they would be 

shot down immediately if they went among the soldiers with 

weapons drawn, but not seeing how they could expect to break 

through without resistance.

Instead of resisting, David strolled casually down one 

of the stairways leading to the courtyard from the ramparts.  

He didn’t rush, or loiter, or keep his eyes fixed straight ahead.  

He simply walked as if he had a perfect right to be there, 

surveying his surroundings with an almost patronizing air.  

The Volcaeans’ normal security arrangements had all fallen to 

pieces under the stress of the attack they thought they had just 

repelled.  It never crossed the soldiers’minds that their 

attackers would be casually strolling through their fort 

undisguised.  David’s air was very much that of an upper-level 

official keeping an eye on the situation.  The impression was 

strengthened by Peter’s presence behind his shoulder, which 

gave bystanders the idea he was being accompanied by an 

aide.  Instead of barring their path, the soldiers made way for 

them, sometimes with muttered apologies.

David kept up this pretence right across the courtyard 

and through the main entrance to the fort.  Here the civilians in 

mufti were clustered even more thickly than anywhere else, 

and the two Marquesans blended in perfectly.  David brushed 

these aside where needed, though, making directly for the 

main guardroom just past the entrance.

The guardroom was the brightest place in the fort at 

that moment.  Portable lamps and generators had been moved 

in and the soldiers naturally gravitated towards a place where 

they could see.  A table near the center of the room was 
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covered in a large map of the fort and local area.  The 

commander was bent over this speaking to one of his 

subordinates.  Beyond him, a circle of officials and under-

officers clustered respectfully, waiting for orders.

To Peter’s continued surprise, David broke right 

through this circle and stepped up to the table, planting himself 

in front of the commander.  He gave a slight cough.  The officer 

glanced up irritably, then suddenly drew himself erect.  His 

powers of recognition worked better than anyone else’s had 

that night.  “You!”

“Myself,” David nodded placidly.  “And a companion.”  

He gracefully indicated Peter as well.

Even though he had recognized them, beyond a doubt, 

the commander was still having trouble comprehending their 

presence there.  The Toulousan security services had lost all 

track of the two Marquesans since they had disappeared out of 

the disembarkation queue on board the Nandi.  They were 

assumed to have landed in Brunel City and to be making for 

one of the other colonies in which they might find a more 

favorable reception, or possibly for the other side of Mars and 

the warlords.  And now here they were without any warning, 

standing in intelligence headquarters itself, whence they had 

come apparently unchallenged and unhindered.  The audacity 

of the move temporarily paralyzed the commander’s simple 

professional mind.

David noticed his predicament.  “Remember your 

Danton,” he reproved the commander.

The latter did no more than give a faint sniff as he 

recalled himself and his position.  He signed to the men 

surrounding him and David and Peter were immediately 

stripped of their weapons and handcuffed.  “May I ask why 

you have come here?” he inquired, when that operation had 

been completed.
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“Oh, certainly,” David replied quite casually.  “You 

have one of our friends imprisoned here.  We thought we’d do 

you the courtesy of asking you to hand him over to us.”

The commander smiled thinly.  “I believe the utmost I 

can do is hand you over to him.”  He said a few words in a low 

tone to one of the noncommissioned officers.  An escort 

immediately formed itself around the Marquesans and 

marched them from the room.

Peter was confused beyond all reason.  He couldn’t help 

but be overjoyed at the thought of seeing Jeremy again within 

the next few minutes.  But then, he realized as well, they would 

be in no better position to rescue him when they were prisoners 

together.  Their position would be much worse, in fact.  

David’s expression puzzled him too.  As they had been swept 

out of the lighted room and into the dimness of a lantern-lit 

corridor, Peter had seen a look on David’s face that seemed 

completely out of place with their predicament.  It was one of 

pure mischief and delight.  None of this made any sense.

The escort passed through tunnel after branching 

tunnel, some level, others inclined.  Apparently part of the fort 

had been built underground after all.  It was certainly a vaster 

place then the outside indicated.

At last the troop came to a halt beside a relatively well-

lit door.  No fewer than four men stood around it with 

weapons drawn.  On instructions from the officer of the party, 

the door was unlocked.  David and Peter were led forward and 

thrust into the room and the door was rebarred behind them.

The walls in this room had been constructed of light 

gray stone for some reason.  That feature slightly increased the 

amount of available light, the only source of which was a small 

lantern resting on a plain table.  Across the room a young man 

was lying stretched on a pallet.  He raised his head as they 

entered and looked at them with a smile.
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Peter flew into his boyfriend’s arms with a yell of relief.  

David smiled benevolently and seated himself against the wall 

to meditate.
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9
“Those of you who think you know everything are a real pain in the 

ass to those of us who do!”

For a while silence reigned in the room, broken only by 

the whisperings of the reunited lovers.

“You can speak to each other for now if you like,” 

David finally said.  “I’m sure they have microphones in here, or 

at least they had, but they’ll have to repair them first before 

they can resume listening to your tender exchanges.”

“I expect the pulse dealt with those,” Jeremy replied in 

a normal tone of voice.

“The pulse?”  Peter’s head came up.  “So that’s what it 

was!”

“Fancy an engineer not being able to recognize an 

electromagnetic pulse generator when he sees one,” David 

commented with dry humor.

“I had other things to think about,” Peter retorted, 

placing another kiss on his boyfriend’s forehead.

“That’s why they sent someone with a strategic turn of 

mind along with you,” Jeremy retorted before returning the 

salute.

“Engineers make notoriously bad soldiers.  It’s the 

lesson of five hundred years of modern history.”  David 

chuckled faintly.

222



“You’re awfully pleased with yourself for a prisoner on 

a foreign and somewhat hostile planet.”

“He’s merely charmed with his success, that’s all,” said 

Jeremy.

“Success?”  Peter shook his head to clear it.  “This is 

success?”

“Well, you found me, didn’t you?”

Peter looked from one to the other of his companions, 

realization slowly dawning on him.  “You’re giving me the idea 

that this was all planned, somehow.”

Across the room David stirred.  “Of course it was 

planned.  It was obvious from the beginning that we could 

never simply assault the fort and carry Jeremy off with us, not 

at least without an armed force great enough to cause a 

revolution in Volcaea.  And that, frankly, while feasible, would 

have involved excessively large quantities of time, money, and 

effort.  Besides, it was unnecessary.  We lose nothing by getting 

ourselves taken prisoner, because doing so gives us access to a 

tool equally sufficient to break one man or a hundred out.”

“That tool being my humble self,” Jeremy put in.

“The hyperdrive,” David nodded.  “What force can 

stand against it?  Sooner or later Jeremy will be able to 

manipulate the Volcaeans at will.  Granted, we know very little 

about how his abilities work as yet, but the assumption has 

been all along that having us here for moral support will help 

him to develop them faster.  Then, too, our capture will 

actually reduce the odds we have to contend with.  The 

Toulousans are aware that we were the only rescue mission 

sent out.  Their vigilance will lessen now that they are rejoicing 

at having us all confined in one room that they can surround 

with guards.  The initial obstacle to our plans is increased 

slightly while the later ones are diminished much more 

substantially.  Allowing ourselves to be captured as a means of 

disturbing their plans is a move so seemingly pointless and 

counterproductive that the Volcaeans did not anticipate it, and 
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even now they will have trouble comprehending it.  It is too 

direct and simple for their minds.  No doubt they will evolve a 

suitably conventional and elaborate explanation for our 

arrival.”

The three Marquesans considered this statement of their 

position for a few minutes.  Eventually Peter summarized it.  

“In other words, our future progress depends on exactly how 

well Jeremy’s coordinate-switching abilities have developed.”  

David nodded.  “And how well is that?”  The question was 

awkward, hesitant, and tinged with hope.

Jeremy smiled a smile full of love at him.  “Don’t you 

remember us reciting together?  In Brunel City?”

“No, I don’t remember that,” Peter said, looking 

completely baffled.  Suddenly, though, his face lit up and he 

began speaking again:

Beyond the bay in utmost West old Solomon the Jewish King

Sits with his beard upon his breast, and grips and guards his 

magic ring:

And when that ring is stolen, he will rise in outraged 

majesty,

And take the World upon his back, and fling the World 

beyond the sea!

As he pronounced the last words his face turned back into a 

mask of puzzlement.  “But I hardly remember saying those 

lines, let alone how they ran!”

“That’s because they were never part of your memory,” 

David said.  “They’re part of his.  If he could speak to me in a 

dead language from half a world away or from the depths of 

space, he could certainly put a few lines of poetry into yours 

over the short distance that separated you on Mars.  Especially 

after practicing for all this time.”

Peter looked stunned.  It is one thing to know that the 

hyperdrive is a theoretical possibility.  It is even more shocking 
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to see a demonstration of its potential.  But the realization that 

it can be directed and employed at will, with as much 

practicality and ease as a lever or a wheel, is something that the 

most logical minds in the world have trouble fully 

appreciating.  

“But that is progress, after all, isn’t it!” he said 

suddenly.

“Yes, it is,” Jeremy nodded.  “I could only send the first 

message to David based on what his mind was already 

thinking and already knew.  He had the passage of Caesar in 

question memorized, and his dreams were following similar 

lines at the time.  I just had to draw his attention elsewhere and 

replace a few words in the flow of thought.”  He smiled rather 

sheepishly at the description.

“And you put completely unfamiliar words into my 

head just now and made me speak them too.”  Peter regarded 

his lover with reverence and awe.

“Don’t forget about last night,” David reminded him.

“You mean the soldier who caught us and then got 

distracted?  That was your work?”  Jeremy nodded.  “A 

projection on the wall behind him, nothing especially difficult.”

“But what exactly did he see?”

“Well, it was a projection of Caravaggio’s 

Annunciation.”

David laughed softly again.  “Quite an appropriate 

theme to associate with a couple of high-class housebreakers!”  

He was very pleased with how well his plan was working out.

“That means, then, that you were able to see us and 

follow us too, since you were able to respond like that.”

“Oh, yes,” Jeremy grinned.  “I’ve had a lot of practice 

doing that.  When I successfully sent that first message to 

David it gave me a lot more confidence.  It was a sign I could 

control my will and make it have at least a semi-physical effect.  

But I could just barely influence his train of thought.  Once he 

woke up and the pattern was broken, I couldn’t communicate 
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with him again.  And by that time I was well out in space.  I 

don’t know what role physical distance plays in regard to my 

abilities yet, but it does seem to have some effect on them.  I 

suspect it’s due to a difficulty in focusing on things that are 

more distant.  So instead I started applying myself to studying 

things close at hand.”

“Such as the Toulousans on the ship out.”

“They were such fun after I began figuring out how to 

apply myself!  There was the thrill at first of being able to look 

into someone’s mind and slowly begin to decipher their 

thoughts.  And then too there was the fascination that their 

thoughts have for an artist.  These people are essentially 

human versions of chiaroscuro paintings.  Their minds are full 

of shadows and shades.  All their standards of behavior 

produce a rather startling effect.  We’ve all known this growing 

up, that Gothic culture ensures their intellectual lives are 

nothing but obsessions over their various taboos, but to look 

into their minds for the first time and begin to comprehend 

how it alters their very sense of being--”  He left the sentence 

unfinished.  For all its richness, the English language was not 

sufficient to express what he had seen.

“And what do they think of you?” David asked.

Jeremy’s face took on a more serious expression.  

“They’re quite honestly frightened of me.  Their psychologists 

and interrogators and scientists never fully anticipated the 

difficulties of talking to someone who could not only read their 

minds but also manipulate their thoughts as well.  You would 

think they would have anticipated that, but apparently not.  

They question me, and I confuse them and throw the whole 

basis of their assumptions off, and then they have to retire and 

make a new plan.  I’ve always been treated cautiously, but 

they’ve grown more and more careful and nervous as they 

begin to understand the challenges their plans face.”

“What limits have you discovered so far on your 

intellectual and perceptive abilities?”
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“Well, there are limits, I know that much.  But so far it’s 

difficult to determine what they are because I’m still learning 

my way around.  I have trouble telling the difference between 

an absolute barrier and one that I can learn to work through 

over time.  Time itself, for example.  I can see spatially in three 

dimensions without much difficulty, and my range has 

expanded with practice.  At first I could only see what was 

happening in the rooms around me.  Now, though, I can look a 

hundred miles or more without any trouble.  I could see you in 

Brunel City perfectly--but I still can’t see what’s happening on 

Earth with any precision.  Think of the universe as an 

enormous library.  Theoretically you can find anything you 

want to know in the library.  The challenge, however, is 

knowing where to look for it.  And so far I have not been able 

to find, let’s say, the call numbers for looking backwards and 

forwards in time.  It’s the focus problem again.  Or, the call 

numbers may not even be in the catalog at all.

“That brings us to the question of accessing the 

information stored in the matrix of the universe itself.  This, I 

think, is a case where the numbers are in the catalog and it’s 

merely a question of finding them and learning to understand 

them.  I’ve had some success with it, working from known 

points.  When you quoted those four lines to Peter at the 

western gate, I didn’t know the remainder of the poem any 

more than he did.  But starting from that point--how can I 

describe it?--the whole rest of the poem almost assembled itself 

out of thin air around that nucleus when I expressed that I 

wanted it.  It feels like I’m wandering aimlessly in the library 

for the most part.  The information is there, but I can’t exactly 

browse it at random yet.”

“Safeguards,” Peter said.  “Cosmic do not disturb 

signs.”

“Oh, undoubtedly.  But some of them will probably 

come down as I learn what I’m doing.”
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“And how much have you learned so far about being 

able to interface with the physical universe?”

“To really be the hyperdrive, you mean?”  Jeremy’s eyes 

twinkled.  “Well, I’ve learned that the First Commander was 

right after all.  It’s all ideas.  The physical universe is nothing 

but ideas.  The particles of which it is composed are nothing 

more than conceptions that a particle exists at a given set of 

coordinates in the space-energy matrix.  It’s a little bit 

frightening how little there is separating the tangible from the 

intangible.  Or so it seems to me right now.  Thoughts can take 

corporeal form so very easily.  Speaking something into 

existence out of apparent nothingness is reality and not 

fantasy.”

“So much for the Swiss trying to prove that the universe 

came from purely material origins.  If the line between thought 

and creation is so thin, there’s no way of demonstrating that it 

was never crossed.  Hence the accident hypothesis becomes just 

one of many.”

“Its probability is significantly impaired,” Jeremy 

admitted.  “I can’t imagine how the Toulousans planned to 

reconcile my existence with their materialistic worldview.”

“Are there safeguards on the creation of new matter?”

“Surprisingly not.  At least, I haven’t run across any yet.  

Perhaps it’s because I haven’t tried much in that direction.  

There’s so much matter around that it’s more tempting to just 

reprogram something that already exists.  Which is practically 

the same process anyway.  It’s really quite captivating.  There 

are so many ways that matter can be manipulated that we 

never think about.  The possibilities are endless.  More complex 

assemblies of matter, of course, have to be considered with 

additional care, too.  Human beings most particularly.”

He reached down and lifted up Peter’s wrists, which 

were still encased in handcuffs.  “Think of the different 

methods that could be applied to the question of removing 

these when the traditional rigid boundaries of matter don’t 
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have to be considered.  The simplest way would probably be to 

turn the mechanism to unlock them.  Nothing more.  But then 

it would also be possible to instantaneously reset the 

mechanism to its open position without ever actually turning 

it.  Or they need not be unlocked at all.  They could just drop 

through his wrists as if they were suddenly empty, though if I 

did that I’d have to be very careful in trying that to ensure that 

the two objects could exist in the same space without causing 

him harm.  Or I could just vanish them completely, transform 

the steel into air or something like that.  It’s a small example, 

but it does show how many possibilities open up when the 

rules we’re used to are greatly modified or cease to exist.”

“So...which of them are you actually going to use?” 

Peter asked.

There was a clicking sound and the handcuffs fell to the 

floor.  Jeremy shrugged.  “Sometimes the simplest answers 

really are the best.”  He saw his boyfriend looking rather 

disappointed.  “Hey, I’m still a beginner here!”

David shook with silent laughter.  “Play with the 

handcuffs all you want, but don’t lose them.  If the guards 

notice we’re without them, it won’t take long to figure out who 

was responsible.  And if they realize you’ve reached the stage 

where you can manipulate matter, then that will complicate 

our escape considerably.”

“Speaking of which, when is our escape scheduled for?”

“Oh, tomorrow night, I suppose,” David said with a 

yawn.  “Sleep won’t hurt us.  Gallic cooking probably will, but 

I daresay we can put up with it for one day.  Let the 

Toulousans bask in their false sense of triumph for a while.  

Besides, it will give Jeremy a chance to evolve something rather 

creative in the way of escape plans.”

“I already have an idea or two.  Slightly satirical ones, 

with a hint of ambitiousness.  But if I focus I think I can make 

them work.  And leave behind a memory in the process that the 

Toulousans will have trouble forgetting for quite some time.”
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“What about just beaming us all out of the fort, as it 

were?” Peter asked.

Jeremy shook his head.  “For some reason I can’t quite 

do that, otherwise I’d have joined you before this.  As I said 

before, human beings are more difficult to work with because 

we’re such complex forms of matter.  But there’s even more to 

it than that.  We’re tied into the universe at levels I can’t see 

and don’t understand.  Each of us may not be a hyperdrive, but 

we all do have the root elements of it inside us, and those are 

the connections.  Remember what a human being is, after all.  

We’re defined by the four characteristics of creativity, 

individuality, reason, and will.  None of those are physical 

within our previous understanding of a physical universe.  

Regardless, they do exist physically in other senses, and I’m 

just beginning to find out about those linkages.  It makes it very 

difficult to understand where the boundaries are.  But it’s far 

from a permanent obstacle.  I’ll understand it eventually.”

“For the time being, a conventionally dramatic exit will 

work fine,” David said as he composed himself to sleep.

* * * * *

One of the guards in the corridor shifted his weight 

uncomfortably.  Keeping watch on this particular prisoner was 

far more of a trial than the Volcaean soldiers were used to.  

Instead of merely guarding the exits to the building, as in a 

normal prison, every doorway and gate here was locked, 

barred, and never left unwatched.  Four soldiers had stood 

around the entrance to this cell constantly for the past 

fortnight.  Now that the prisoner’s companions had been with 

him for the past day, two more had been added to their 

number.  Six professional soldiers with drawn weapons 

standing around a solid steel door guarding three unarmed 

prisoners--and every one of them was still uneasy.  The time 

between guard rotations was short, and men were kept off 
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guard duty for as long as possible before being sent back again, 

which only made matters worse in the eyes of the soldiers.  

They had not been told why this arrangement had been put in 

place, but they could overhear and gossip, and it was only a 

matter of hours before each man in the fort knew that their 

officers feared the prisoner would tamper with their minds.  

Hence the attempts to keep them from being exposed to the 

potential threat for any longer than necessary.  Superstition 

was strong in Europe again, and the veteran soldiers were 

genuinely fearful of what they did not understand.  Jeremy 

could play with them like cards.  And he did.

Another of the guards suddenly gave a shuddering 

gasp.  His eyes were riveted on the bottom of the door.  His 

comrades followed his gaze, only to stifle their own cries as 

they did so.

At first glance it looked like a tiny golden serpent was 

making its way out from under the door.  Then it lengthened 

and broadened without thickening.  If water could somehow be 

colored gold, or if gold itself could be made molten and highly 

liquid without losing its color and poured across the ground in 

a thin layer, it would be something like what they saw.  And 

yet it was not like that, either--because this was not a liquid 

flowing over the floor of the corridor.  It was a solid flowing 

within the stone of the floor, a shining tentacle that 

transformed the granite as it touched it.  It did not crack or 

pierce the stone, it altered it like a streak of tangible dye 

extending itself through a glass of water.  Slowly it came on 

towards the soldiers, curving and flowing gently, shining in the 

light with the luster that only gold possesses.  It touched the toe 

of one man’s boot.  He sprang back with a shout, apparently 

fearful that he would be transformed or harmed by the contact, 

too.  The golden stream paused, hesitated, then flickered out in 

the direction of one of the other soldiers.

They panicked, broke ranks, and fled.  In five seconds 

they were pounding on the barred door at the end of the 
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corridor clamouring to be released.  When it finally swung 

back they nearly trampled their indignant sergeant to death in 

their hurry to get out.  Being contrary as sergeants will, he 

strode right back into the corridor and surveyed it critically.  

He saw nothing.  Finally, deigning to hear the warning shouts 

from behind him, he looked down at the floor.

The golden serpent had changed direction and was now 

making its way up the corridor directly towards him.

Violence is the first, last, and only resort of the Gothic 

mind.  The angry and increasingly confused sergeant let fly a 

burst of bullets from his Uzi at the oncoming stream.  They 

didn’t even mark its surface.  Goaded, he drew his heavy knife, 

knelt, and drove it into the vein.  Now, gold is ordinary a soft 

metal.  It can be marked with a fingernail.  But in this case a 

razor-sharp shaft of steel with two hundred pounds of irritable 

Toulousan behind it made no more impression on the gold 

than it would have on the surrounding stone.

After this a sort of paralysis reigned in the corridors.  

Soldiers thronged them to watch the flickering golden tongue 

flow through and across the smooth stone, but dared not get 

within yards of it.  It was terribly fascinating to them, and as 

beyond their philosophical conception as the physics of 

transubstantiation.  And all the while they watched, it invaded 

more and more of their territory, pushing them back 

inexorably.

At last one lieutenant, rasher than his fellows, seized the 

keys to the cell and darted back down the now deserted 

corridors towards it.  Trying to keep from standing on the 

golden area of the floor, but not entirely succeeding and not 

really caring about it, he unbolted the door and threw it open.

Jeremy was standing in the middle of the room.  The 

golden stream was flowing from a single point on the floor in 

front of him.  At least, it seemed to flow from there.  There was 

no actual movement, merely a sense that the change was in 

progress and ongoing.
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“Thank you for your help,” Jeremy said to the officer, 

smiling at him.

The Toulousan swore and drew his pistol.  Then he 

screamed and dropped it.  The metal glowed orange and 

radiated warmth, although it was not quite hot enough to burn 

his hand.  The glow did not die out, either, as it lay on the floor.

“I’m afraid it will be like that for the next hundred years 

or so,” Jeremy apologized.

The officer stammered incoherently before noticing that 

the buttons on his uniform were now glowing like the pistol as 

well.  He turned and ran.  The most horrific things, to the 

superstitious mind, are not the obviously grotesque and 

threatening ones, but the little changes that hint at a whole 

world that is not what it should be.

Meanwhile the golden stream continued to flow out 

through the corridors of Fort Saint-Raymond.  It moved faster 

and faster as it lengthened.  The width changed very little, 

suggesting some overriding rule of proportion.  But the tip 

licked out and ran right through the guardroom and out the 

entrance doors into the corridor.  Under the klieg lights it 

curved a glittering path across the entire width of the 

courtyard.  Here its effects even departed from their previous 

two-dimensional nature.  Wherever it flowed across the sod, 

the shortly cropped blades of grass became golden as well.  

And still the stream ran out unchecked, out the gates of the 

fort, down the paving of the main approach, and up the 

pedestal of the statue of some old French general whose 

monument had been erected in front of the fort in vanity.  It 

flowed into the statue itself and spiraled up into the body, 

veining the bronze with pure gold--and then it stopped.

And while this physical impossibility had been 

manifesting itself, the three prisoners had casually walked out 

through the unoccupied corridors, dropped over the 

battlements, and disappeared, leaving a relocked cell door 
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behind them to protect nothing more valuable than a 

plutonium pistol.

* * * * *

Regardless of their position, which was still a dubious 

one, Jeremy couldn’t keep from having repeated fits of laughter 

as the three of them walked back to the hotel.

“But it’s too funny!” he protested, when Peter 

remonstrated with him about his mirth attracting attention in 

the quiet streets.  “I bet some of those soldiers are already off 

running to the nearest priest for holy water and an exorcism!  

From the looks on their faces they believed in demonic 

possession for sure!  Where’s the nearest bishop?  Perhaps we 

could substitute for him and come back in to bless and 

reconsecrate the very prison we just escaped from!  Now that 

would be a lark worth the effort!”

“I don’t think that the clergy are likely to be heavily 

involved,” David said, pursuing his way serenely.  “Saying that 

superstition prevails again in the Gothic world--and by 

superstition those who make the observation generally mean 

the superstition of the Catholic Church--is an enormous 

oversimplification.  The Church would have no problem 

dealing with what you just did.  They might bicker over 

whether it was an act of God or an act of the devil, but it would 

never occur to them that it was impossible or even highly 

unusual.  The same can be said about the peasants of the 

Middle Ages, for that matter.  They would find it merely 

uncommon, not unnatural.  Their worldview had room in it for 

the supernatural.  It is the outlook of the nation-states that will 

pose the problem.  The states and their education systems have 

laid down strict boundaries for individual actions and the laws 

of nature alike without creating any alternative explanations.  

The Toulousans will have nowhere to turn.  They dare not dip 

heavily into religion lest they step out of their secular 
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traditions, and without religion they have no recourse but to 

acknowledge there is a science so far above their own abilities 

that it might as well be divine in nature.  A science, it need not 

be added, that they do not possess.  This will be a very 

unhappy city for a while.”

“After months of exposure to their cooking, I can’t 

sympathize with them as much as you might,” Jeremy snorted.  

He looked around him.  “So this is what France-outre-mer 

looks like these days.”

“Well, it’s rather drier than the one they used to have, 

but they make do with it all the same.”

Peter was almost physically jumping around with 

impatience.  “Shouldn’t we hurry and get out of the city before 

they find we’re gone?”

“They haven’t yet, and they won’t for quite a while,” 

Jeremy replied with assurance.  Suddenly he tackled his lover 

onto the grassy verge of the road.  “Shall we all the pleasures 

prove while we wait for them to catch up?”  He proceeded to 

bestow a shower of kisses on his boyfriend’s face.

Peter stared up at him helplessly.  “You’re so much 

stronger than they are, I know--intellectually I understand it--

but still--”

“But still you worry.  Your mind never rests.  I know.  I 

love you anyway.”  Jeremy kissed him again.  This time Peter 

did not attempt to evade it.

David coughed discreetly a few paces farther down the 

road.  “All the same, we should be getting along.  If you could 

be persuaded to wait a little...?”  He left the half-question 

unfinished.

“If absolutely necessary,” Jeremy sighed.  He rose and 

pulled Peter to his feet as well.  “You must remember that I 

have been deprived of this boy for half a year.  It seems just a 

trifle long.  And we are millions of miles from home and all, 

which no doubt induces a sense of recklessness.”
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“Apply that sense of recklessness, then, to the object of 

appreciating a jungle adventure.  We are likely to have a fairish 

amount of walking to do.”

“No borrowing official vehicles this time and forgetting 

to put them back?” Peter asked.

“Too risky.  If we take a vehicle we’d have to follow the 

roads, and if we follow the roads our chances won’t be very 

good.  The Volcaeans will send out every patrol vehicle, 

airship, and hovercraft they’ve got to find us.  Particularly now 

that General Rene will know exactly what his security services 

were hiding, and he will want us back in custody even worse 

than they do.”

“They’re odd people,” Jeremy said.  “After tonight they 

can’t help but realize that trying to hold on to us is an 

impossibility as long as I can meddle with matter and emotion 

at will.  And yet they’re going to run us down and try it again 

anyway, knowing full well that catching us would be useless to 

them.  Magnificent folly--wasn’t that the term one old author 

used to describe Gothic doggedness?”

“It’s only magnificent to a necrophiliac.”  Jeremy hooted 

with enjoyment at that response.  “So it comes down to 

walking then.”

“Until such time as your teleportation abilities become 

enabled, yes,” David said with the lift of an eyebrow.  “For 

now, we’ll cross the jungle to Campesina, albeit not in a 

straight line.  It’s not the safest place, since it’s crammed full of 

visionaries who want to create the perfect nation-state by 

means of thinking of and solving every possible problem first, 

but at least we’re less likely to be questioned there.  And as 

soon as we get in we can charter an airship and make for one of 

the warlord’s territories.  From there it should be an easy if 

lengthy trip back to Earth.”

“But the funds for this?” Peter asked.  “They didn’t 

exactly leave us with much when they searched us.”
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“Most of it’s still with the rest of our equipment,” David 

replied.  “We can absorb the loss.  And I’m sure the officers’ 

brothels of choice will be appreciative.”

“They’ll be more appreciative when they dig out that 

vein of gold with which I so kindly provided them,” Jeremy 

gloated.

“You mean it’s real gold?”

“Of course!  If it wasn’t they’d try to write it off as an 

optical illusion or as mass hypnosis or something of the sort.  

But with that much wealth in front of them for the taking no 

one is going to overlook it or forget about it.  Besides, for all 

their emphasis on honor over materialism, Gothic cultures 

can’t resist the lure of free money.”

“You’d think they would keep it as a showpiece.  What 

you did, considering its physical implications alone, is 

unprecedented in the universe.  They’d have people coming 

from all over the planet just to look at that statue and the vein 

running through it!”

“When were the Goths ever known to overlook intrinsic 

value in favor of historical value, or to preserve monuments to 

their defeat?  No, give it a week and they’ll have all the gold 

dug out and the area repaved and replanted.  The more daring 

spirits among them are digging at it already,” Jeremy added 

casually.  He noticed that Peter looked unhappy at this 

thought.  “Cheer up, dear heart.  I can do it again!”

They were just passing a building distinguished by a 

single trellis of vines running up its face.  Reddish grapes hung 

heavily from them, ready to be picked.  Jeremy stopped 

unexpectedly in front of this house.  Without any other 

warning, a golden flush ran up the vines from the ground, 

branching into every tendril and leaf of the plant.  As the 

golden glow touched the grapes, they glittered dully rather 

than becoming golden themselves.  Peter stepped forward to 

see why, then gasped.  Each grape had been transformed into a 

deeply shaded purple tourmaline, shaped to the likeness of a 
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fruit by hundreds of precise facets, and clinging to the cluster 

by its own distinct golden stalk.

“I defy them to get rid of that!” Jeremy said with a 

grand gesture.

“You have created a legend,” David observed.  “I’d like 

very much to come back to this spot in a thousand years and 

see what stories will be in circulation then.  Perhaps a temple to 

Bacchus will stand over it.  You never know what revivals will 

crop up when the human race is exposed to strange 

conditions.”

“It’s beautiful,” Peter whispered.  “But now the soldiers 

will know that we’ve come this way.”

“Once we’re out of the city--which we will be by the 

time they discover this--it won’t matter if they know where we 

were,” Jeremy remarked.  “Besides, what is the good of power 

if it cannot be used for the sheer joy of creating beautiful things 

with it?”

They walked on in silence.  There never had been an 

adequate answer to that question.

All the duplicate equipment David had purchased and 

cached at the inn was still there.  The virtues of an inattentive 

landlord have rarely been given the praise they deserve.  

Jeremy was delighted with the helmets and vests.  It appeared 

the Toulousans had brought him into the city via a pressurized 

gangway that extended to the shuttle.  A luxury, but the sort of 

thing that their engineer’s hearts delighted in.  As for Peter, he 

looked considerably relieved when the rolls of coins and stacks 

of drafts were produced.  At least those represented an obvious 

way out of their predicaments and off the planet.  The extra 

tanks were made up into packs and strapped on.  For the first 

time in weeks, the Marquesans began to feel that they were 

approaching their Earth weight again.

“Now how exactly do we get out of the city?” Jeremy 

asked as they made a hearty meal on the stores of cold grouse 

and baguettes that had been left there in expectation.
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“We take advantage of the construction.  They’re 

continually expanding this city in their quest to establish as 

large a population as it can possibly support.  Down this 

corridor”--David indicated the spot on his chart--“there are 

several airlocks leading out for use in the construction of a new 

dome complex.  I don’t believe they are guarded or watched.  

We can use one of those to get out without having to actually 

break out of the city.  And we’re closer to the corridor at this 

point than any of the forts are, so provided they haven’t 

already sent out parties to keep an eye on it, we should be safe 

for the present.”

“They haven’t,” Jeremy confirmed.  “They’re still 

following their traditions and going into hiding as much as 

possible.  The forts are all being guarded, but they’re pulling in 

as many soldiers as they can and standing them to arms 

around their file cabinets, not dispatching search parties.  

Safety first, recapture later seems to be the current mood.”

David shook his head lugubriously.  “Sad, sad.  

Centuries of irregular warfare experience to draw on and still 

their response to an attack is to gather in one place and wait to 

be shot at.  And yet they claim we cheated them out of the 

empire of the world.  Well, in any case, let’s profit by their 

foolishness.  If that corridor’s clear, shall we start now?”

The corridor was clear.  Only a few dim lights at the 

airlocks relieved the gloom as they made their way down its 

length.  David waited till they came to the last one, with the 

bulk of the city in the distance behind them, then gave them the 

word to don their helmets.  Peter gave Jeremy a last kiss before 

the glass shut them out from each other.  The new helmets 

were at least ordinary quartz instead of the mirrored version 

used in the Brunel City helmets.  They could still see each 

other’s faces.

David didn’t bother to interfere with the secured airlock 

controls.  He nodded to Jeremy and the inner door slid open 

smoothly, only to close behind them a moment later.  There 
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was a brief pause while the exchanger recovered as much of the 

oxygen and nitrogen from the airlock as was possible without 

diminishing the pressure too much.  Then the outer door 

withdrew itself and the three men stepped out to stand beneath 

the stars.

The Volcaeans had very kindly leveled the whole area 

surrounding the corridor in preparation for new construction, 

but they had not yet cut the jungle back to provide the usual 

buffer zone around the city.  This made the crossing a simple 

one.  In a few minutes they had crossed into the foliage and 

become fairly safe from Volcaean pursuit.

David gave a short sigh of relief.  It was always nice to 

be out of the range of influence of a nation-state, and in this 

case he felt justified in succumbing to that feeling early.  The 

panicked Gauls were unlikely to pursue them at once, and they 

would have too much territory to search when they did get 

around to it to do an effective job.  Altogether it was a 

satisfying situation.  Then he felt something slap heavily 

against his leg.  He looked down to see Peter’s outstretched 

arm lying on the ground by his leg.  He spun around, reaching 

for his pistol as he did so, but at that moment he felt a stinging 

sensation in the small of his back.  His body rippled with 

waves of pain and he lost consciousness.
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10
“...pediculus vestimenti seeking promotion to p. capiti.”

“Magnificent,” someone said very softly.

“Magnificent, hell,” David mumbled, struggling to 

open his eyes.  His mouth was dry and his brain unable to 

focus, and his back still throbbed.  In addition, his eyes refused 

to open for a while.  And when they finally did, he had trouble 

believing them.

He was resting on a silken divan that had certainly not 

been underneath him when he collapsed in the forest.  Next to 

him Peter still lay prone on a similar couch.  Around them, a 

marvellously tesselated floor stretched away in all directions 

till eventually it ended in a row of figured pillars that shot up 

to the arches of a lofty ceiling.  Everywhere there was delicate 

tracery and carving.  The colors were light and subtle, the 

composition of the whole refined.  The room’s sense of space 

and openness was beyond anything he had expected to find on 

a planet where every available inch of interior space was put to 

use in some way.  The effect was accentuated by massive 

windows which filled half the walls of the room, windows 

terminating in Gothic arches forty feet above the floor.  Aside 

from a few tall lamps of distinctly Eastern pattern, they were its 

sole source of light.  The morning sun flooded through them, 

throwing long shadows behind Jeremy, who was floating 

several feet above the floor.  David’s dizzy brain had a fleeting 
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memory of Captain Singh assuming the lotus position and 

meditating in empty space.  Except that in this case the pseudo-

law of gravity had not merely been evaded, it had been 

deliberately shoved aside.

“There’s coffee,” Jeremy remarked in a remarkably 

cheerful and melodious tone without even turning his head.

David managed to pull himself into a standing position 

and stagger a few steps to a very low table of ebony inlaid with 

silver on which pots of both hot and iced coffee stood, together 

with a broad selection of liqueurs.  Someone here has a very 

Marquesan taste in his breakfast choices, he thought as he 

blended himself a drink.  But he was none the less grateful for 

it because of that.  The fortifying potion went down very well 

indeed.  Out of the corner of his eye he saw Peter beginning to 

stir, so he mixed a second cup and set it by his friend’s side for 

when he awoke.  Then he joined Jeremy by the windows.

Certainly he did not expect to see an ocean stretching 

away in front of him, but nevertheless, there it was, deep blue 

and perfectly level on the horizon.  The room they occupied 

had been constructed on a sort of broad promontory.  Beneath 

the windows a series of well-groomed terraces fell sharply to 

the shoreline.  No real beaches were in sight, suggesting this 

area had once been part of a crater complex when Mars was a 

dead planet.  Green cliffs were dimly visible in the distance on 

either hand.  This area was likely one of the richest and most 

productive parts of the planet--but which part David couldn’t 

begin to guess at.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Jeremy repeated himself.

“Beautiful and for that reason all the more curious.  

This is not like the work of any of the states.  Which of them 

would expend a denarius on work like this when they could 

put it to use building domes and hiring soldiers?  None of 

them.  A warlord, then?  But if a warlord had a palace like this 

we would have heard of it on Earth.  So it must belong to 

someone who is neither fish nor fowl.”
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“It does.  The land which we stand on at present is 

technically claimed by Volcaea as part of their territories.”  

Jeremy paused and looked down.  “Well, the territory you 

stand on, anyway.  But in actuality it forms a private estate, the 

largest in any of the European colonies.  It’s really almost like 

an autonomous region.  And it belongs to the Prince of 

Iturbide.”

“Iturbide?  That’s that aristocrat of ancient lineage we 

saw lounging around Havana on the way out.”

“Well, he’s not in Havana anymore.  He’s here.  Right 

over there, as a matter of fact.”  Jeremy gestured vaguely in the 

direction of one of the walls.

“His presence looks suspiciously like pursuit.  Come to 

think of it, for all we know, he could have come over on the 

Nandi with us and then travelled straight here to lie in wait and 

lay his plots.”

“And he waylays us as soon as we manage to get free 

for five minutes?  Annoying wretch,” complained a bleary-

eyed Peter, clinging to his cup of coffee as if it were his 

firstborn child.

Jeremy shrugged.  “I’m opposed to unnecessary 

violence.  Let’s give this gentleman a chance to explain himself 

before we start making life unpleasant for him.”

“The explanation isn’t far to look for.  Don Esteban told 

us he was aggressively ambitious and plotting to restore a 

Mexican empire.  As the heir to all three previous Mexican 

empires, he can easily claim the legitimacy to do that.  It’s only 

a question of means.  I expect he intends to ask you to be the 

means.  With the hyperdrive on his side, he could bypass all 

the years of fighting and suborning the barons that face him 

otherwise.”

“The pertinent question is, is he state or non-state?”

“From what I gathered, most definitely non-state.  He 

sees no more virtue in the idol of detached authority than we 

do.  And given his personal character, it’s impossible to doubt 
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his commitment to the ideal of one strong ruler.  Namely 

himself.  He has that arrogance that can only be thoroughly 

understood when you see its possessor in motion.”

“Supporting him might be entertaining, but it would 

also be a distraction.  Besides, where’s the merit in replacing a 

number of small rulers with one powerful one?  And lastly, it’s 

really none of our business.”

“He won’t like that answer very much.”

“If we are going to be inconvenienced by his political 

ambitions, we shouldn’t be particularly concerned with 

whether he’s happy with what we have to say or not.  He 

dragged us here in the first place.  If he doesn’t like our 

conversation, that’s his problem,” Peter summed up.

“I wonder if he’ll have anything more interesting to 

offer in the way of challenges?” Jeremy wondered innocently.  

“He must be brighter than the Volcaeans.  At least he is trying 

to be polite to us.”

“The surroundings are an improvement, and so is the 

food so far,” David admitted.  “You appear to be positively 

inspired by them, in fact.”

“Practice, practice,” Jeremy said.  “The view looks even 

more impressive from up here, you know.”  He rose a little 

farther into the air, then stopped.  Then suddenly he was ten 

feet higher than he had been, with no warning at all.  He made 

a face.  “As you can see, I’m still not very good at controlling 

human motion precisely, even in such a simple situation.  

Altering the coordinates of an object is simple enough, but 

making enough rapid alterations to create smooth movement is 

very confusing.”

“Suppose you got too confused and fell?” Peter asked 

with a worried expression on his face.

“I’m not sure that could happen.  Then my abilities 

would take over as a reflex and they’d catch me before I could 

hit the ground.  They’re strange things to deal with, but oddly 

reassuring in some ways.”  An instant later he was seated on 
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the floor again.  “It would be a shame to give the game away 

now if the Prince has someone outside these windows 

watching.”

“They’re more likely to be inside looking out,” David 

said, gazing at the distant ocean.  “This is a strange world.  It 

teems with life, yet it’s dead.  Here is an ocean like any on 

Earth.  Its waves break under the wind, its depths swirl with 

currents, it bears the foam and flotsam to the shore.  And yet 

with all those hopeful indications, which men once thought 

were the most critical factors in habitability, it cannot sustain a 

single fish or allow one man to pilot a boat across its surface.  

There is something strangely terrible in the sight for a creature 

of Earth.”

Jeremy put a consoling hand on his shoulder.  “One day 

it will be a world fit for men to live in without fear that the land 

itself will poison them.  Perhaps much sooner than you think, I 

happen to know.”

“Know?”  David glanced at him.  “Is there an 

expedition on hand to speed the process?  Someone importing 

a chunk of atmosphere from Earth or something?”

“Well, not quite--” Jeremy began with his mischievous 

grin, but he never finished the thought.  The door at the far end 

of the room was opening.  A majordomo entered through it, 

followed by another servant bearing a large tray.  The former 

bowed gracefully, an act which set the mechanism of his 

existence going and loosened his tongue.

“His Highness presents you with his compliments and 

apologizes for any discomfort you may have experienced while 

being conveyed here.  He requests that after you have 

breakfasted, you will join him, as he has certain proposals to 

put to you gentlemen.”

David raised an eyebrow in his usual sardonically 

disconcerting fashion.  “Tell the Prince of Iturbide that as we’re 

not particularly satisfied with his apology, we’ll call on him 

shortly in order to insist on a better one.  And since you’re 
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going in that direction, you might as well tell the soldiers 

behind you to point their weapons in a direction other than 

through that door.  Accidents have been known to happen and 

innocent servants have died unfortunate deaths due to the 

overcaution of their masters and the lack of caution of their 

masters’ tools.”

The majordomo was not so perfect a servant as Earth 

had once produced.  David’s rebuff left him noticeably off 

balance.  He even stole a glance over his shoulder at the empty 

doorway behind him.  “But, sir,” he began hesitantly, “there 

are no soldiers--”

“Of course there aren’t.  And our gracious host is 

actually the Nizam of Hyderabad.  And you would run no risk 

of suffocation if I were to pitch you through that window.  

Return in an hour.”  David waved him away, and the 

majordomo effaced himself hurriedly.  He had never 

encountered Marquesan assertiveness before.

“Overspiced,” David said, taking the covers off the 

trays of food.  “But I suppose we can find something to sustain 

us.  Silly little man.”

“Were there soldiers?” Peter asked as he helped himself 

to potatoes.

“It’s outside the realm of belief that our jailers would 

open the prison door without taking due precautions.  And we 

know from experience already that they don’t hesitate to shoot, 

from which we may infer that there were weapons involved.”

“There were soldiers,” Jeremy confirmed, nodding with 

a portentous air of assumed gravity.

“Lose the beard, it sits ill upon the chins of one so 

young,” Peter retorted.  He tossed a roll at his boyfriend.  

Jeremy ducked.  The roll flew over his shoulder, hit the floor 

and shattered like a piece of extremely delicate porcelain.

“That’ll puzzle the sweepers,” Jeremy said, applying 

himself to his food.
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An hour later they were standing opposite the Prince of 

Iturbide in a room much like that which they had just left, 

except that it was vaster and the decorations still more intricate 

and exquisite.  And while his retinue looked like interlopers in 

a city of demigods, the Prince himself fitted his surroundings to 

perfection.  His coldly magnificent face was in a moral sense 

the model for everything that surrounded him, as if he were 

the sun and the palace mere nebulous leftovers from his 

formation  This man, David reflected, would be almost 

impossible to defeat in a world where he confronted others on 

equal terms.

His opening words reflected that.  No courtly phrases, 

just straight to the point the way the Marquesans themselves 

usually spoke.  “My men tell me you resent being dragged 

here.  I’m sorry about the inconvenience, but it was necessary.”

“Was it necessary?” Jeremy countered.  “By any chance 

have you forgotten your studies of Lind?  It never really pays 

to irritate your opponent in case they manage to turn the tables 

on you.”

The Prince shrugged.  “Would you care to suggest an 

alternative I could have adopted?”

“You might have simply met us instead of shooting us 

and started a conversation.”

“And put you on your guard in case you weren’t 

favorably disposed towards my proposals?  Not a logical 

move.”

“That suggests you didn’t expect us to like them from 

the start.”

“Oh, it suggests more than that, you know.  I’m 

determined to make use of your services, regardless of whether 

you like my plans or not.  I’d rather you did it willingly, of 

course.  But soon you will be a power in the world, and I find 

that your power will help me towards my objectives nicely.”

“Actually, I’m afraid we have no interest in helping 

your plans along.”
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“I haven’t explained them to you yet.”

“They don’t require much explanation.  In essence, you 

expect me to reseat you on the throne of a fourth Mexican 

Empire.”

“So you know that much already?  Fair enough.  Yes, 

that is what I want, and the task shouldn’t be too difficult for 

you, I expect.”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why should we bother setting you up as an Emperor?”

For the first time the Prince looked annoyed.  His face 

pinched slightly as if he’d just tasted a sour glass of lemonade.  

“Why?  If you know who I am, then you also know my 

ancestry and my claims.  The Mexican crown is mine by right 

thrice over.”

“All men have an equal right to try to rule their 

fellows.”

“So your anarchist philosophy says.  Nevertheless, 

those theories are less binding than blood.  I am Emperor by 

right of descent.  That much is not deniable.”

“If you are already Emperor by descent--and I don’t 

necessarily question that--why the urgency to enter into 

possession of Mexico?  It won’t change who you are or how 

your title is derived from certain emotionally appealing 

traditional practices.”

“For a reason simple enough that even you can’t deny 

it.  I wish to rule Mexico.  Valid enough?”

“Oh, certainly.  Still, I don’t understand why exactly 

you want the tedium of governing.  Besides, to be frank, your 

accession to the Mexican throne would involve consolidating 

dozens of small baronies and lordships and other territories 

into a single union.  Now you know the Marquesan policy has 

always been to favor small nations rather than large ones, as 

well as whatever rulers are locally acceptable to the 

population.”
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“I would rule better than these local semi-nobles.”

“Quite probably you would.  But do the people of 

Mexico want you to rule them better?”

“Irrelevant.  Logically, I would be a better ruler; 

therefore, I should rule.”

“That’s actually where your logic breaks down.  The 

logical ruler--assuming there is such a thing--is not the man 

who governs better in the abstract, or the man who can order 

the affairs of a whole continent peacefully, but the man who 

has demonstrated success in leading a small population with 

whom he is personally connected, and then only for as long as 

he remains tolerable to them.  Can you claim that for yourself?  

How many of the Mexican nations would rally to you if you 

landed there tomorrow?”

“None of them would.  That is precisely why I have 

enlisted your help.”

“And that is precisely why we refuse to grant it.  Our 

house has always had a mission, and that mission is to 

undermine states and nations until they grow small and 

numerous, thereby ensuring that no ruler can ever make 

himself odious to more than a tiny fraction of the Earth’s 

population.  Besides, empires are not sustainable.  They always 

collapse more or less catastrophically, and then the large 

populations they have fostered through efficiency and 

consolidation die painfully.  The trend of history is all in favor 

of small territories as the most conducive to human happiness.  

Men do not desire empires; they merely desire to live safely 

and comfortably.”

“And am I to consult your wishes, or theirs?  I do 

neither.  I consult my wishes, and my desire is to reign as 

Emperor.”

“Then I’m afraid we can’t assist you to that end.  We 

won’t oppose you so long as your path does not cross ours, but 

we won’t help you either.”
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The only expression Iturbide showed at this declaration 

was one of slight confusion.  “Actually you will assist me, 

because I wish you to.  How could you do otherwise?”

David shook his head.  “It’s fascinating from a 

psychological perspective to watch you being thwarted for the 

first time, and unable to comprehend what that means, but 

there is only one person in this room whose will is directly 

translatable into physical reality, and that person is not you.”

“That person will still nevertheless comply with my 

wishes.”

Peter gave a short bark of laughter.  “How do you 

expect to produce that result?  You can’t buy his services, since 

there’s nothing in particular you could offer him that he can’t 

get for himself, and you can’t compel his services because he 

can thwart any of your attempts at compulsion before you have 

time to execute them even halfway.  And you can’t form an 

alliance with him, since you are on opposing sides 

philosophically.  I’d say that compliance is unlikely.”

“Why would I have gone to the trouble of bringing you 

all here, given such an impasse, which I could reasonably have 

predicted in the first place?” the Prince asked.  “The only way 

such an action would be logically justifiable would be if there 

were a means of breaking the deadlock.  Which there is.”  He 

looked respectfully but commandingly at Jeremy.  “You are 

powerful, and will be more powerful very soon, but at present 

your abilities are still developing.  Your continued presence 

here is sufficient guarantee of that.  If you had fulfilled your 

promise as the hyperdrive already, you would have no reason 

to remain on Mars or resort to walking hundreds of miles 

across its surface.  Hence there is a chance for me.  Exercising 

your powers requires precision and concentration.  There is a 

limit to what you can do at any given moment, and thus your 

abilities can be overtaxed.  And when they are overtaxed, you 

and your companions become as vulnerable as ordinary men.”

250



“You rely on my inexperience and your numbers, in 

other words, and hope that the threat of possible harm to one 

of us will have a stronger influence on me than my self-

confidence,” Jeremy said with just the faintest trace of sarcasm 

in his tone.

The Prince moved one of his fingers ever so slightly.  

David barely saw it twitch.  In an instant twenty armed 

retainers of the House of Iturbide had drawn their weapons 

and aimed them at the three Marquesans, unleashed by that 

single gesture.  The soldiers stroked the triggers of their 

weapons almost simultaneously, with no perceptible pause 

between drawing and firing.  These men were professionals of 

a far higher grade than the Volcaean hirelings.  And yet not one 

bullet pierced the air, riding on the crest of an explosion.  All 

the guards’ erstwhile precision was thrown into confusion by 

their lack of results.  A confused chorus of clicks, snaps, and 

rings was the result as they indignantly tried to force their 

pistols to fire, without any success whatsoever.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t anticipate you?” 

Jeremy asked almost lazily, his voice silencing the noise the 

soldiers made.  “Any fool could have foreseen the blackmail 

and coercion, though you admittedly took the logic a step 

beyond what the states would have come up with.  Fortunately 

for us, you underestimated both my ability to read your mind 

and my abilities in general.  And fortunately gold makes a 

poorer primer than mercury fulminate.”

From behind them came the faintest succession of 

sharp, thin splintering sounds.  A single crack threaded its way 

right up the center of one of the great windows.  It split, 

branched, and divided itself until the entire window grew 

cloudy with lines.  Then one tiny piece of glass detached itself 

from the apex of the frame and fell to the floor with a tinkle.

The Prince of Iturbide bolted for the door with his 

retainers.  In seconds the room was empty of them.  Down the 

corridor, they could be heard sealing off the doors and making 
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every possible effort to preserve their precious air bubble from 

being punctured.  All the while, chips and slivers of glass fell at 

an increasing rate from the immense single pane.  Peter looked 

around at his companions, with the panic almost taking hold of 

him, too.  David was waiting complacently.  Jeremy was 

wearing that expression of mischievous anticipation again.

Just as they turned around to observe what was 

happening, the whole window gave way and came down in a 

cascade of diamond, strewing light and rainbows at their feet.  

It poured like a waterfall for a few seconds, collapsing on itself, 

and then died away.  A few puffs of vapor rose towards the 

lintel as the warm, light air inside the room met the cooler 

Martian atmosphere and flowed outwards to mingle with it.

“You can breathe,” Jeremy said teasingly to Peter, who 

had been involuntarily holding his breath.

“Have you made us able to breathe carbon, then?”

“No, that could possibly be done, but it would probably 

involve rebuilding our entire bodies from scratch with a 

different chemistry.  It was much easier to just trap a bubble of 

air around us.  It’s not a permanent solution, of course, but it 

gets rid of that annoying sprig of the aristocracy for the 

moment and gives us a bit of a moral advantage on this world 

as well.  Normal humans aren’t supposed to be walking about 

unprotected in a poisoned atmosphere, so I imagine it will 

make anyone who spots us wonder if we might really be a 

native lifeform.”

“Who would want to be native to this world?” Peter 

groused.

* * * * *

“That should do nicely for us,” David said as he looked 

up at the airship looming above them.

Once they had stepped out the window and onto the 

terraces, it had been simple enough to undertake an 
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exploration of the Prince’s property.  The estate stretched out 

on relatively level ground behind the cliffs and terraces into a 

series of plantations, orchards and fields.  Its agricultural 

potential was extraordinarily impressive, especially as it 

revealed the sort of foresight the states would never apply to a 

problem.  Barns, pastures, corrals, and tanks stood ready to 

receive animal life in quantity as soon as it could be sustained 

on Mars.  That might not be possible for decades or centuries, 

but when it did happen, the Iturbide estates could step into 

fully-equipped farming without the least delay.  Which, David 

reflected, would most likely tend to make Volcaea gradually 

dependent on them for its foodstuffs.

The few men they encountered bolted for cover as soon 

as they laid eyes on the party from Earth.  What explanation 

they and their master might have devised for the sight of three 

humans walking unprotected under the Martian sun was 

something that the Marquesans neither knew nor cared about.  

David had spotted the airship nesting behind a grove of lemons 

in the distance and had immediately suggested they make 

straight for it.  “That will get us well out of the states’territories 

permanently,” he announced with satisfaction.

The ship was a small one, around two hundred and 

fifty feet in length, with a semi-rigid hull of aluminium sheet 

that sparkled pleasantly in the sun.  Instead of using the 

traditional mooring mast, it moored with a set of wheels that 

extended from the sides of the gondola and locked into tracks 

set in the ground.  It was a much simpler system than the old 

one, as it eliminated the requirements for a massive ground 

crew.  Airships using the tracks were easier to board as well.  

Even on Mars, boarding only required travelers to step directly 

into the gondola and wait for the airlock to exchange volumes 

before entering the comfortably pressurized interior of the ship.

“The Prince does himself well here, as usual,” Peter 

commented as they looked around the elegantly furnished 

control cabin.
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“It may catch up with him,” David said prosaically.  

“The crash of the R-101 was due in part to the effects of a hall 

carpet.”

“You’re joking!”

“Not at all.  And the converse can also be true.  The 

success of the Hindenburg can be attributed at least in part to 

the designers’ decision to eliminate the grand piano in order to 

create additional passenger capacity.  You could write a book 

on the history of airship furnishings.”

“Perhaps our expedition’s official artist could tend to 

that,” Peter countered with a nod in the direction of Jeremy.

“Too much effort.  I like to travel in them and enjoy my 

surroundings, but I’m not one to start analyzing the furniture 

and curtains just for amusement.  I leave that to the passengers 

in the bar.”

“Such as yourself,” Peter said.  “As for me, I’m the 

engineer of the party, which means I have to pilot this thing.”  

He was already at the controls, flipping switches and making 

adjustments.  A very subtle vibration indicated that the electric 

motors protruding from each side of the gondola were running 

now.  Peter threw them into reverse and the airship slowly 

inched back along its tracks, then gave a little jump into the air 

as it came free of them.  Then he vented additional hydrogen 

from the pressurized storage tanks into the envelope, and the 

ground dropped away beneath the ship.  Onboard storage 

tanks had been one of the improvements that made airships 

practicable again.  Precious lifting gas was no longer vented 

directly into the atmosphere if the ship became too light; 

instead, it was pumped back into lightweight pressurized tanks 

to be reused, while a balloonet maintained a steady overall 

pressure in the envelope.  On Mars, with limited sources of 

water to replenish the hydrogen, that design feature was even 

more important than on Earth.

“How much range do we have?” David asked, coming 

forward.
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“Depends entirely on whether there are any storms,” 

Peter shrugged.  Mars was still the home of the worst weather 

humans had ever encountered.  “But not enough to make any 

of the warlords’ cities directly, based on the current charge 

levels.  However”--he gestured at a control panel--“his royal 

highness was so good as to equip his airship with solar panels.  

I can’t begin to imagine what that must have cost him.  It’s 

good for us, though.  We’ll get there eventually even if at 

slower speeds.  Plus, that will make it a prized item on the 

other side of Mars.  We can trade it to our warlord of choice for 

an enormous amount of goodwill.”

“Men always go mad over crystals for some reason,” 

David said with a shake of his head.  “For thousands of years it 

was carbon crystals tainted with various contaminants that 

occupied their attention.  Then they discovered that silicon 

crystals could do strange and marvelous things with electricity 

and proceeded to mortgage their entire civilization to and for 

them.  The civilization went bust, the supply of new and old 

crystals alike dried up, but the human race still kept regarding 

both kinds as precious and desirable.  Witness our friend 

Hakim and his smuggled gems, and the Prince and his solar 

panels.  Granted, each may have its practical uses, but the 

driving force behind their acquisition isn’t utility, it’s prestige.”

“Don’t reproach the horse that carries you to freedom,” 

Peter noted, pushing the throttles forward.  The motors 

hummed, the wide, petal-like propellers turned faster, and the 

Iturbide estates dropped away behind the fleeing ship.

For a full day the airship made its way across the 

deserted surface of the Red Planet, although calling it the Red 

Planet seemed more and more illogical to the Marquesans as 

they surveyed its surface.  If the Earth was the Blue Marble, 

then surely Mars should be the Green Marble.  Or perhaps the 

Pale Green Marble, or the Little Green Marble.  At any rate, it 

was green and definitely not red.  Those parts not wet or fertile 

enough to be covered in forest were at least shrouded in shrubs 
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whose green leaves were their only visible feature.  From a 

thousand feet they looked like pastures.  Occasionally their 

course took them over a swamp, or a shallow lake or an arm of 

some larger body of water.  Away from the coastline, the 

vegetation gradually began to grow less prominent, since the 

Martian atmosphere was still too thin to create a vigorous 

water cycle.  Consequently, its river systems remained 

undeveloped and the inland areas were drier than the coasts.  

And yet in an atmosphere of almost pure carbon dioxide, even 

a very little moisture was enough to sustain plant life.  Mars 

currently boasted a smaller area of desert than Earth did.

There were no cities and only one or two stations 

anywhere near their path.  The ship was crossing into the 

planetary no man’s land, which stretched in a ring around 

Mars on a rough north-south line, like a broad line of 

longitude.  This divided the planet into two characteristic 

hemispheres, one for the nation-states and one for the 

warlords.  Between these twin clusters of human settlement, 

there were only a few small miners, farmers, and scientific 

expeditions.  The scientists usually picked the driest, most 

remote parts of Mars to settle in the hope of finding artifacts 

and evidence of pre-terraforming planetary conditions and 

treated everyone who actually wanted to live permanently on 

the planet as pariahs.  The border zones would have endured 

more wars than the near side of Mars had they not been so 

thinly populated.  For the moment, neighbors could hate each 

other at a distance.  That would all change quickly, though, 

when the planet eventually became truly habitable.

“These batteries aren’t dying,” Peter observed that 

evening.  He frowned slightly at his boyfriend.  “Are you 

playing with the laws of physics again?”

“I have to play with something.  One can only stare at 

the jungle for so long.  So I’m just stripping a few atoms of their 

free electrons and putting them back into your batteries.  It’s 
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really a very subtle and fragile process, even if engineers do 

take it for granted.”

“I should complain, seeing that you’re poaching on our 

preserves, but the longer these batteries hold out, the quicker 

we’ll get to friendly territory and the sooner we’ll get back to 

Earth.  Where conceptions of normal and abnormal at least 

hold true to the extent of being able to breathe the air around 

you without suffering a rather uncomfortable death.”

“You know, they do say Mars will have an Earth-like 

atmosphere one day.”

“They’ve been saying that for the last century.  The 

process seems to be running just a trifle slow for my tastes.”

“Perhaps if you developed a new engine for I-ships it 

would speed things along?”

“Perhaps.  Or possibly you could learn to move 

asteroids and comets in their orbits?”

“And drive the astronomers wild by messing up their 

calculations and star tables?  That would be fun!  I’m still 

working on figuring that one out.  There are a few million miles 

of space getting in my way.  Inconvenient, but nevertheless 

pertinent.”

“Try gravitons.”

Jeremy considered this.  “I don’t think there are such 

things.”

“If you don’t know for sure, will anyone ever?”

They both thought about this for a while.  And then the 

sun went down and they thought about it some more while the 

airship flew on under the stars.

“We’re still moving forward,” David observed the next 

morning.

“For the time being anyway,” Peter said, glancing at his 

gauges.  “Until Jeremy gets bored, that is.”

“You still have the solar panels to fall back on,” Jeremy 

reminded him.  “And I recall the engineering fraternity taking 
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full credit for those.  So logically I can’t be the only thing 

responsible for our continued forward motion.”

“No, but we can pretend you are.  After all, everyone 

knows that meteorologists are responsible for the weather, and 

can be blamed for it accordingly.”

“And here I was thinking it was the late King of Siam.”

David was peering off into the distance.  “Would you 

hand me those binoculars?” he asked, putting his plate of toast 

down absent-mindedly.  Peter passed them over.

“We have company,” David said abruptly after looking 

through the glasses for a minute.

“What is it about us that makes us so very truly run 

after?” Peter asked.

“Your boyfriend,” David noted dryly.

Peter made a face.  “Volcaeans or Mexicans?”

“I can’t tell at this distance.  They very inconveniently 

omitted to mark the side of the aircraft.”

“Mexicans,” Jeremy said without looking up.

“Are they hostile?”

“Yes, but I can’t tell how.  The pilot doesn’t know 

exactly what’s going to happen himself.”

The aircraft rapidly increased in size as it closed in on 

the port bow of the airship.  When two objects moving at a 

combined speed of more than three hundred miles an hour 

approach each other, each generally appears to become larger 

from the perspective of the other.  It was a sleek little thing, 

with a long wing tipped with dual rudders, a bubble canopy, 

and one of the wide-bladed Martian propellers protruding 

from the rear of its minimal fuselage.  Two smooth pods 

shimmered under its wings, containing, presumably, some 

kind of weapon.  But instead of mounting an immediate attack 

on the airship, the little plane suddenly began weaving back 

and forth in front of it, making passes and then breaking them 

off.
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“Do those pods contain some kind of electronic 

weapon?” David asked Jeremy as they watched these 

maneuvers.

“I’m not sure.  There are a lot of electronic components 

in them.  But I can’t tell what their purpose is, if any.  None of 

the design makes sense at the moment.  Contrary to what the 

stories say, you can’t deduce someone’s intentions from merely 

observing the structure of a physical object.”

“Clairvoyance is out, then?”

“Well, there is a possibility that Madame Karitska and 

her fellows aren’t entirely figments of the imagination.  Now 

that we know that thoughts and ideas have a physical 

existence, that is.  If you put a bar of uranium in a nuclear 

reactor, eventually some of it will be converted to plutonium 

by the otherwise invisible neutron bombardment, changing its 

apparent characteristics slightly but discernably.  Similarly, 

there’s no reason why a personal possession--a genuinely 

personal possession--couldn’t be affected by prolonged 

exposure to the physical aspects of its owner’s thoughts.  It 

could happen.”  He paused.  “But that doesn’t help me at all in 

this case.”

At that moment, the airship shuddered slightly and 

staggered a little bit on its course.  Then Peter saw the needle of 

the altimeter begin sinking slowly.  He grabbed the controls.

“I think we’ve just been shot at,” he remarked.  As the 

words left his lips, there was a horrible screeching sound and 

the ship yawed violently.  David looked out the cabin window 

to see one of their engines making its way in pieces to the 

ground.

“Well, that tears it,” he observed.

Jeremy was on his feet, eyes flashing.  “There’s another 

one of the planes behind us!  Twits!  That fellow was just a 

distraction!  Or rather there was one behind us.  He’s going to 

have to occupy himself with getting back to the ground in one 

piece now!”
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“I assume you tampered with his controls?” Peter said, 

his eyes on his own instruments.

“His electrical system, actually,” Jeremy replied.  “Just 

a little.”

“You might want to do the same to the gentleman in 

front of us,” David observed.  “He apparently doesn’t think 

we’re falling rapidly enough.”

“Oh, sorry.”  Seconds later, the oncoming plane, which 

had been about to strafe them, veered off to one side and went 

into a slow glide towards the ground.  Without power, the 

pilots would have to make the best job they could of landing as 

close as they could to their support teams.

“I suppose we could patch the hull, but that engine is 

something we can’t get back easily,” David said as he looked at 

the torn mountings.

“We don’t necessarily need it.”  Jeremy had a distracted 

expression on his face.  “Could you bring us about twenty 

degrees to starboard for as long as we can stay airborne?”

“Yes, but why?”

“As someone once said, we’re not alone.”

“There’s a station out here?  Farmers, warlords, or 

scientists?”

“Farmers, with a bit of warlord mixed in, I should 

think.”

“That’s handy.”

That portion of the Martian surface the airship was 

currently passing over could be called a rolling grassland or 

prairie.  Something like what the Great Plains of North 

America must have looked like before desertification, David 

thought.  Not completely devoid of water, but dry enough that 

only the more hardy grasses endured seasonally.  Or perhaps 

those weren’t grasses down there at all.  They could be lichens 

or mosses instead, plants more characteristic of the tundra than 

the steppe.  He would have asked Jeremy, but the latter seemed 

to be slightly inattentive at the moment.  David assumed he 
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was occupying himself with keeping the envelope as full of 

hydrogen as possible, or else mending the holes in it.

In either case, the airship continued to skim over the 

faded greens and pale browns of the fields beneath.  These 

were quite close now.  The sink rate had gradually decreased to 

nothing, or almost nothing, but Peter didn’t bother trying to 

regain their lost altitude.  It would be difficult on one engine, 

and there might be unforeseen weaknesses that would 

suddenly come into play if the strain of climbing was imposed 

on the hull.  Since they planned to land and write the ship off 

shortly, the altitude didn’t especially matter.  David occupied 

himself with bringing helmets and oxygen tanks forward from 

the storage lockers aft.  It wouldn’t do to pull the invisible air 

bubble trick with people they wanted to befriend.

Finally his eye caught the faintest flash on the horizon 

where the sun reflected off a polished surface.  Glass, most 

probably.  It twinkled again and Peter sang out, calling their 

attention to it.  Jeremy looked relieved.  “I know it’s there, after 

all,” he explained, “but it feels much more reassuring still to be 

able to actually see it.”

As the station drew nearer, Peter paid less and less 

attention to the ship’s altitude.  Grounding it too close to their 

destination would just make it a hazard.  When the next 

windstorm came up, the airship would start bouncing happily 

across the surface of Mars till it disintegrated, and until then, it 

would be a rather large hazard to anything that happened to be 

in its way.  They were still over a mile away from the station, 

by David’s guess, when Peter brought the throttles back and let 

the engine idle.  The ship slowed to a halt and the faintest 

hissing noise indicated he was venting hydrogen to the 

atmosphere.  It settled and finally touched the ground slowly, 

drifting slightly before its weight stabilized it on an even keel 

for the time being.
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“We shouldn’t wait around for Mars to have a 

conniption fit and blow us over,” Peter declared, abandoning 

his instruments.  “All ashore that’s going ashore.”

“Here we go into the goldfish bowl,” Jeremy said 

brightly as he picked up his helmet.  Peter groaned in 

exaggerated disbelief at the double entendre.

* * * * *

The plains station that the Marquesans were 

approaching on foot had none of the towering grace of the 

geodesic domes built by the nation-states to house their 

colonies.  All that could be seen from ground level was a single 

level of walls reaching some thirty or forty feet into the air.  

They showed signs of having been rebuilt and extended and 

added to over time, the cumulative effect being much more like 

that produced by an Earthly city than anything Volcaea or 

Brunel City could display.  They were reddish-colored, too, 

apparently being constructed of concrete made from locally 

excavated gravel.  The reflection they had seen from the airship 

must have been that of a flat glass roof, as no domes or 

apertures were outwardly apparent anywhere on the building.  

It covered a very large area, much more so than David had 

expected from a single independent colony.  Perhaps their 

future hosts were more locally powerful than he had thought.

Peter gestured to the left, where a gateway opened into 

the wall of the station, which now appeared to be massively 

thick.  They entered this only to find three airlocks confronting 

them instead of one.  The largest one, in the center, would have 

accommodated a rider on horseback without difficulty.  The 

others were smaller and flanked it in the fashion of postern 

gates.  No locks or switches for control confronted them, 

merely a sort of crank in the wall which likely connected to an 

alert system inside.  The irrepressible Jeremy stepped forward 
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and gave it a few rapid twists.  “Bell,” he mouthed to his 

companions, nodding sagely.

Several minutes passed.  Jeremy rang again, then a third 

time.  Apparently it wasn’t a very heavily garrisoned station in 

spite of its size.

Shortly thereafter the heavy steel door on the left 

airlock glided open and three men stepped out.  The two 

rearmost held their carbines trained significantly on their 

visitors.  The man in front had a tablet in one hand, which he 

extended to David.  The locals looked wary, but not cruel or 

openly hostile.  

“Who are you and what do you want?” David read 

from the tablet, speaking more for his own benefit than on the 

off chance anyone could hear him through the layers of quartz.  

“Well, that’s direct enough.”  He drew his own pen, wrote on 

the tablet “Enemies of Volcaea, kidnapped from Earth and 

travelling towards the free zone.  We seek shelter and transport 

if possible,” and handed it back to the envoy.

This man looked it over and then began to look them 

over thoroughly.  Stepping away from his guards, he circled 

David and his companions slowly, inspecting each detail of 

their clothing and equipment, along with their posture, 

features, and expressions.  That completed, he stood and 

considered their request again briefly, then added something to 

his tablet for David to read.

“We will admit you here on the understanding that you 

intend to depart as soon as possible, and that you will honor 

the obligations of hospitality during your stay.”

“That has a pleasantly archaic ring to it,” David 

commented.  “I wonder...”  He wrote a brief phrase on the 

tablet before passing it back.

“We accept the hospitium offered and are grateful.”

The envoy nodded approvingly at David as he read 

this.  Then he stepped aside and motioned the visitors towards 

the airlock.  The guards turned and walked on ahead of them.
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Instead of being a mere exit and entry port for the city, 

like the airlocks they had previously encountered on Mars, this 

one was an extensive tunnel some dozens of yards long, built 

into the walls itself.  More than that, the reddish-brown 

Martian cement of which it was constructed was heavily 

painted and frescoed in different colors along the full length of 

the tunnel.  It was a style of architecture that obviously drew 

heavily on the Egyptian and Babylonian or Assyrian traditions.  

The decorations merely reinforced the similarity to an ancient 

mud-brick city that David had conceived of when they first 

stumbled across the place.  “And I don’t even know what it’s 

called yet,” he muttered to himself.  Archaeologists are terribly 

easy to tease sometimes.

Due to the length of the tunnel, and presumably the 

powerful ventilation machinery buried in the walls, they 

hardly had to wait at the other end of the airlock.  The door, 

which in this case was made of cast bronze, slid open almost as 

soon as they reached it.  David and Peter stepped forward into 

the city, then almost immediately stepped back again in 

surprise.

Directly in front of them a pair of horses were cantering 

across a gently rolling pasture with riders on their backs.  

Beyond these the city stretched out like a vast open park.  No 

more than an occasional low building or copse of trees 

interrupted the vista, which terminated only with the distant 

walls that hemmed it in.  Here and there other groups of horses 

were being exercised on the plain.  The plan of the city as a 

whole reminded David of some of the larger artillery forts of 

the long-dead nineteenth century, which had consisted of little 

more than low, heavy walls around great open plazas.  

However, no fort designed had ever been roofed over with a 

thick ceiling of great glass plates, supported here and there, 

apparently at random intervals, by thick columns decorated in 

the same style as the inside of the tunnel.  Here again the 

Egyptian comparison was reinforced.  The pillars vividly 
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recalled the Precinct of Ammon-Ra as it must have looked 

when first constructed.

“Surprised?”  David noticed the envoy was addressing 

him with a tolerantly amused expression.

“I didn’t expect to find any large animals on Mars yet,” 

David apologized.  “Much less here in the hinterlands, and far 

less such impressive horses.”

“They are our dearest treasures,” the envoy replied 

with a slight bow.  “Pure Arab stock descended from the finest 

lineages that remained when the world changed and the great 

studs of the desert kings were scattered.  There is nothing else 

like them in this world.  They are centerpiece of our family 

tradition which we have spent a century maintaining.  Every 

prominent bloodline has gradually been woven into our 

breeding programs until you will not find better 

representatives of their race anywhere.  We have even drawn 

from your own lines of stock now and then.”

“I see you’ve recognized us.”

“A Marquesan stands out on Mars as much as on Earth.  

Perhaps more so.”

“And this is all the work of your family.”

“It has been since the lines of conflict for this era were 

first drawn on Mars.  I am Arthur of Domanova.  And this is 

the city of Domanova.”  He said it with the same serene, 

irrefutable but inoffensive air of assurance that the Marquesans 

themselves usually used in speaking of their own country.  

Strength without ostentation.

“We’re glad your family picked this particular spot, at 

any rate,” Jeremy put in.  “Otherwise it would have been a long 

walk for us.  Airships are so unreliable these days.”

“Or, rather, it’s too difficult to rely on their owners to 

avoid shooting them down when borrowed,” Peter said.

“We can all sympathize with great borrowers,” the 

Domanovan answered politely.  “But I am no judge of the 

matter.  You seem harmless, to be frank, and worth helping.  
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But the decision is not mine.  If you would please accompany 

me, I will take you to the head of our house.  After that, we can 

make plans for your future more easily.”  The visitors nodded 

and fell in behind him as he moved off across the pasture.

“A warlord of sorts, no doubt,” Peter said in a lowered 

tone.

“One can never be sure of these things.  According to 

the standard model of exploration, the sparsely populated city 

in the desert is supposed to contain a ravishing young white 

lady of such beauty and other qualifications that she is 

generally regarded as a goddess by the decadent and 

diminished locals,” David replied.  “Not to mention the 

fabulous treasures jealously guarded from time immemorial by 

some sort of strange beast to which are attributed divine or 

semi-divine characteristics.”

“You’ve been reading too many Victorian adventure 

stories these past twenty years,” Peter retorted.

Jeremy grinned and said nothing.

Their guide led them across the pasture at an angle.  

Unlike the cities built by the nation-states, where everything 

had been leveled and graded, the ground here undulated and 

rolled naturally.  They passed more bands of horsemen 

exercising their charges.  The Domanovans, David observed, 

rode like Marquesans or Cubans for the most part: no saddle 

and a simple bridle.  He shook his head.  A race of equestrians 

was the last thing he had expected to find flourishing on Mars.  

Adherbal’s information could use some updating, he reflected 

wryly.  Ambitious princes, nascent cavalry regiments, ancient 

Egyptian architecture--none of this had been in the travel 

brochures.

While he was chuckling to himself over the novelty of 

the whole situation, the little party left the open fields and 

entered one of the clusters of trees scattered about on the plain.  

As they passed through a gap between the clustered trunks, 

David realized it was really a screen of trees around a circle of 
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open ground, creating a little private nook that was both 

remote and conveniently near everything else at the same time.

The glade was deserted except for a single person 

seated on a simple marble bench at one end.  At the entrance of 

the Marquesans, this isolated figure rose up and faced towards 

the visitors with an inquiring look.

“The Lady Joan of Domanova,” their escort said, 

presenting them.

Joan of Domanova looked them over.  She was a tall 

woman, somewhat aged but still magnetically powerful, with 

rich silver hair waving about her head.  On the shoulder of the 

deep blue toga she wore, a small greyish-brown animal with 

large eyes and a mild expression dozed lazily.  It glanced at the 

newcomers, then buried its face in the folds of the toga.  A 

potto.

“I welcome you,” she said at last.  “You are escaping 

from the Volcaeans?”

“From the Volcaeans first, and then from the Prince of 

Iturbide, who is their ally so far as it suits him.”

“They must value you highly.  Especially if Iturbide is 

willing to fall out with his masters over you.”

“He has dreams of making himself a master.”

“And the Volcaeans dream of making themselves 

masters of all Mars.  As well might they claim mastery over all 

the lands of Jupiter for all the good it will do them.  So you seek 

shelter from them here?”

“Until we can reach one of the warlords’ cities and 

return to Earth, yes.”

“Your people do not often come to Mars.  Why did 

you?”

“To get my friend out of a Volcaean prison.”  David 

indicated Jeremy.

The lady nodded absently as if this did not surprise her 

in the least.  “That has happened before.  But he can only have 

something they want very badly, for even such ludicrous 
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beings as the Volcaeans do not kidnap just to gratify their hate, 

however ample it may be.”  She looked right at Jeremy.  “What 

is it?”

Peter fidgeted and was about to protest but his 

boyfriend waved him down.  “A gift of truth for a gift of life is 

a fair exchange.  Only give us your word that you will aid us in 

fairness and hospitality when you’ve heard the story.  We have 

the same enemies, I think.”

“You have it,” the lady Joan said, reseating herself.
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“Has Queen Amalaswentha been murdered yet?”

Joan of Domanova stroked her potto absently as she 

considered the tale.  Jeremy was gazing up at her ingenuously 

while Peter picked nervously at the turf and David lay on it at 

full length with his eyes closed.

Finally she laughed, a small chuckle that grew 

gradually to a full, rich expression of humor.  “I can only 

imagine how frustrating it must have been for the Volcaeans to 

lose you.  And yet they were such fools to think of controlling 

you in the first place!  But really, what can you expect of a class 

of beings who think they can own the land and water and air?  

They only grow more foolish as they age.”

Jeremy shrugged.  “I can only say that none of us 

intended to be dragged into this.  Six months ago I hadn’t the 

faintest idea that I was about to become the hyperdrive.  And 

now--”  He left it at that.

“And now we fight them off again,” Joan said, rising to 

her feet energetically.  The potto emitted a series of 

disconsolate grunts but refused to relinquish its grip on her 

shoulder.  

“Fight them?” Peter asked.

“Of course.  They’ll be here relatively soon to attempt to 

retake you.  I doubt they’ve learned their lesson yet.  And in 
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any case, General Rene’s greed has always exceeded the 

capacity of his maw, the poor dear.”

“But why the Volcaeans and not the Mexicans?”

“Because, as Iturbide pointed out, he’s unwilling to do 

something that he can get others to do for him,” David put in 

from his recumbent position.  “Besides, for the sake of his 

relationship with the Volcaeans, he can’t let them find out 

about his attempt to seize us.  He’ll throw them a hint as to 

where we are, now that he knows, and tell them his spies 

picked it up.  But he won’t be within a hundred miles of this 

place when the assault begins.”

“I give them three days,” the chatelaine said.  “They’ll 

be preparing already, but on Mars large movements are always 

delayed by the limits on producing and storing electrical 

power.  We haven’t the shortcuts of Earth available here just 

yet.  Not that it makes any difference to us precisely when they 

arrive.  But we’re not expecting another convoy here for 

another two to three weeks, so you would have to remain here 

until then in any case.”

“We’re awfully sorry to be such troublesome guests,” 

Jeremy apologized, and he meant it.

“Don’t trouble yourselves about it in the slightest.  We 

have to repel attacks now and again as a matter of routine.  The 

Lord forbid that we be allowed to mind our own business and 

exist on our own without paying tribute to some petty 

governor.  Besides, I expect that you will be able to take more 

than an ordinary share in our defense.  I look forward to seeing 

you toying with those foolish barbarians.  Now come, I’ll give 

you a brief tour of our station.”  With that, she hung the potto 

in a nearby tree and swept out of the glade, leaving her guests 

to follow.

“It looks almost like you run a sort of zoo here,” David 

said as he caught up with her.

“Domanova’s Ark, we’re sometimes called,” she replied 

with another chuckle.  “But, yes, that is as good a description as 
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any of what we do.  I daresay we have the greatest amount of 

biodiversity on Mars right here in this enclosure of ours.  We 

have two goals, really.  The first is to maintain as many 

different species as we can in preparation for seeding the 

planet with them as soon as possible after the atmosphere will 

allow it.  It’s what the first warlords did with plants all those 

years ago, and that worked beautifully.  And our second goal is 

to produce the best possible animals for life on Mars, breeding 

them selectively to ensure genetic diversity as well as good 

adaptability.  We’ve succeeded quite well, and I think I can 

promise you that when our environment here does become 

fully habitable, we’ll be able to guarantee that this part of Mars 

has a flourishing and balanced animal kingdom within fifty 

years afterward.

“You’ve seen the horses already, of course.  They are 

the first among all our efforts, and almost the only ones of their 

kind on Mars.  No one else ever troubles to bring horses here, 

thinking that there will be time enough for that when the air is 

no longer poison.  Well, perhaps.  But we shall be the first to 

acclimate them to local conditions on a large scale, and that will 

be of great use to us and later to all Martians.  The other cities 

already breed cows and pigs and sheep, and pheasants, too, 

but what about the less practical creatures?  Doves?  

Silkworms?  Gazelles?  Hares and falcons to balance each 

other?  Geckos?  Insects?  Bees?  Salamanders?  There are so 

many pieces that are required to make up a fully functioning 

ecosystem.  We have over a thousand healthy species here, 

enough to stock a continent in a very short time, but still so few 

in comparison to what the Earth has to offer.”

She came to a stop beside a pond whose surface covered 

more than an acre.  Its edges fell away rapidly, suggesting that 

there must be a huge volume of water within the depression.  

“Here we raise trout and salmon and bass, among others.  

Elsewhere we have salt water ponds for open sea fishes and 

crustacea, which we are gradually adjusting to the chemical 
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composition found in Martian oceans.  There will be no 

acclimatization problems when they are eventually released.  

Then there are others, shallower and warmer, for shellfish and 

even corals.  We’re generalists.  We try to maintain enough 

broad varieties of species on hand that they will be able to 

establish their own food chains and breeding patterns 

relatively quickly.  Specialization can develop later as long as 

we cover the basics now.”

“It’s a very foresightful strategy,” David said.  “I 

compliment your house on its cleverness.”

“No more than yours,” Joan replied with a slight bow.  

“We will make one planet a pleasant place.  But who knows 

how many you will transform?”

“That depends entirely on him.”  Both of them looked 

back at Jeremy, who appeared to be solemnly trying to engage 

a small Magellanic penguin in conversation.

* * * * *

The Domanovans took the news of an imminent attack 

in stride.  Hardly surprising, since most of them were related to 

one another, and they all possessed a sort of sarcastic 

skepticism regarding the outside world that was partly a 

family trait and partly the product of their insular culture.  

Apart from the gathering of extra forage in anticipation of a 

siege, since most of the animals were dependent on fodder 

brought in from fields outside the station, there were no signs 

that anything out of the ordinary was about to happen.  

Apparently no one believed very strongly in the ability of the 

Volcaeans to win the upcoming battle.

On the whole, the Domanovans were very much like 

the Marquesans, being a nation of forward-thinking logicians, 

fiercely independent and protective of a generally benevolent 

mission, who inhabited a remote corner of their native planet.  

In one particular way, however, they differed from their 
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counterparts.  On Earth men were surrounded by the wreckage 

of the nation-state era.  You tripped over discarded artifacts or 

ideas with fair frequency even in the isolation of the Pacific, 

while in Europe, those things had never been discarded in the 

first place.  Marquesans, Brazilians, Cubans and Chinese alike--

or at least their scholars--lived with a constant awareness that 

they had chosen to abandon failed ideas which still existed in 

spite of their failure.  The contrast between the old and the new 

reminded them of where they stood.  In Domanova, on the 

other hand, mostly cut off from the outside world, the old 

concepts of states and societies and laws had never existed at 

all.  Consequently, the Domanovans as a whole had difficulty 

comprehending the ideas and feelings that drove the behavior 

of the European colonists.  Theories that were common 

knowledge on Earth were largely unknown to them, thanks to 

their progressive ancestors.  And that was just a little bit 

dangerous.  Understanding the way your opponent thinks is 

vital to defeating him, and there was never a time when the 

Volcaeans had not been their opponents.

David was having that point of difference brought 

home to him more and more as the afternoon progressed.  He 

was perched up in one of the few glassed-in balconies high 

above the wall with a boy named Alex, one of their hostess’s 

great-grandchildren.  She had indicated they could make 

themselves useful by keeping an eye open for the approaching 

Volcaeans.  Jeremy was too busy investigating the sub-atomic 

structures of the station and its surroundings to give much 

thought to figuring out the current position of the siege train.  

And so David was being drawn out by a thirteen-year old who 

didn’t quite understand the theoretical basis for the fight that 

was about to take place.

“But I don’t understand,” Alex was repeating.  “How 

can you have a government without a ruler?”

David contemplated him fondly.  “What you’re saying 

is that ruling can only be done by a ruler.  Right?”
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“Right!  So how did the states manage to think of the 

two things as separate?”

“It’s a little hard for us to understand it.  But basically 

they had the idea that government was a sort of intangible 

force that existed separately from the nominal rulers, who were 

elected and rotated on a regular basis.  Their theory was that if 

these rulers were raised to office properly, in accordance with 

certain procedures, they would acquire the blessing of this 

force of government and it would act through them.”

Alex stared at him, trying to grasp the idea.  “But...but 

that’s just superstition.”

“Very much so.”

“People believed that?  And they still believe that?”

“That is one reason why we’re about to fight the 

Volcaeans.  They think your great-grandmother is not a real 

ruler, and so she should submit to them because they have the 

spirit of government with them and she does not.”

“Oh, please!  That’s just too silly to be believable!  That’s 

no different from someone trying to force you to believe in 

their religion.  Government is a matter of opinion and you can’t 

compel opinions.”

David nodded energetically.  “See, you understand that.  

But that’s what the people who lived under the rule of the 

states never did.  They weren’t ruled by rulers, they were ruled 

by an idea.  They believed that this mythical, ghostly force of 

government existed, that it existed absolutely, and that when 

their nominal rulers were claiming to act under its authority, 

they were worthy of being obeyed to the exclusion of all 

others.”

“Again, that’s the same thing as the Greek oracles or the 

Hebrew prophets claiming divine inspiration and being obeyed 

by the masses.”

“Precisely the same.  That’s the funniest thing of all 

about the nation-states.  They believed they were being rational 

and secular.  And yet their whole existence was based on 
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superstition.  Ancient Roman skeptics pointed out that every 

nation had its own gods who were held to be all-powerful 

within that nation, but didn’t meddle with affairs outside of it.  

Well, the states actually did the same thing.  Each one believed 

it had its own spirit of government that was tied absolutely and 

permanently to the physical boundaries of that country.  

Government, as separate from the rulers, was immortal, tied to 

an unchanging piece of land and a single population, and was 

the only true and right source of authority.”

“So in other words, the nation-state is just a demand 

that you worship the gods of the country and do them 

reverence and pay them tribute.”

“Exactly.”

“And what about your rights as a human being?”

David chuckled at that.  “The states didn’t care about 

those.  They always declared that the rights of the people were 

either given to them by the state, or could be limited by the 

state in order to preserve its safety, or both.  And even the 

rights they allowed to the people they didn’t actually allow.  

The rights they allowed were rights of the mind only.  You 

could think about something or believe in something, but you 

couldn’t actually do it.  Only freedom of thought was 

protected.  Freedom to act upon those thoughts was not.”

“That’s not true freedom.  If a thought naturally leads to 

expressing itself physically, it has to be able to express itself.  

Otherwise the thought is not actually completed and therefore 

you don’t actually have freedom to think.”

“Well reasoned.  But that’s not how the states saw it.”

“Why not?”

“Mainly their own prejudices and fears.  Let’s use an 

example.  In Britain, some three centuries ago or so, one author 

wrote that it was perfectly legal for a man to advocate 

overthrowing kings as much as he liked--provided he didn’t 

talk about overthrowing the King of England.  They couldn’t 

apply the general principle to the specific case.”
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“So, regardless of the laws on killing, you could talk 

about killing kings, but not about killing the king.”

“Yes.  They were casuists.  The one thing was 

considered a thought without action, while the other was 

considered a thought that was the precursor to action.”

“But thought and action are the same thing.  Jeremy can 

think there’s a tree over there and it is there.  He can turn 

thoughts into objects and back again.  How could they think 

that thought and action are two different things?”

“They didn’t believe in or understand unifying theory.  

They didn’t believe in anything they couldn’t see or feel, in 

general.”

“That’s so incredibly strange.”

“It gets even stranger when you realize they weren’t 

consistent, either.  Because for certain purposes they did say 

that thoughts and ideas had a physical existence.”

“What?  How?”

“They had a legal concept called intellectual property.  

Which meant that you were the owner of your ideas and that 

you could sell those to others.  And if anyone used an idea 

without paying the owner, they were in the wrong and could 

be punished.”

“Were they mad?  No one can own an idea, or a piece of 

information, or a fact.  Those are part of the makeup of the 

universe.  You can’t own those anymore than you can own the 

space between the stars.  Or the stars themselves, for that 

matter.”

“If by the stars you mean suns, I wouldn’t be too sure.  

Some ingenious theorist may have come up with a grand legal 

scheme that outlines how future nations may gain the rights to 

whole star systems.  And if you mean any planetary bodies, 

well, they’ve been claiming to own bits and pieces of those for 

thousands of years.”

Alex shrugged.  “I’ve always had trouble believing they 

think they can own the land.  How can you own something 
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which you cannot physically possess?  How can you own 

something immensely greater than you?  How can you own 

that which you depend on for life?”

“There is no logical answer to those questions.”

“None of what you’re telling me about the states has 

anything to do with logic.  It’s all superstition and fear and 

hatred.”

“You’re right, of course.  The even sadder part of this 

history is that those superstitions harmed the people they were 

thought to protect, on a daily and constant basis.”

“Everyone?”

“Everyone.  And for no reason at all.  They would have 

deliberately harmed you just for existing.”

“Explain?”

“Basically, because you’re only thirteen years old, you 

would be considered a piece of property and not a human 

being.”

“I’m sorry?”

“Because of your age, you wouldn’t have been 

considered a human being in most of the nation-states.  You 

would, for all purposes, have been a piece of property.  You 

would have had no rights to go where you pleased, or to work 

for yourself, or even to own any property of your own.  No one 

would have thought twice about publicly degrading you if you 

protested.  The state would have denied you even those few 

rights it extended to those it termed adults.”

“That defies all reason.  A person is always a person.  

Age doesn’t change that!”

“Of course it doesn’t.  If human beings have certain 

rights inherently, then any human being must always have 

those rights, from birth till death, regardless of his exact 

physical characteristics.  Age is as irrelevant as skin tone or hair 

color or what clothes you’re wearing.”

“But as you said before, the states didn’t believe in the 

concept of inherent rights, so they didn’t see it that way,” Alex 
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countered with a touch of maliciousness in his voice.  David 

shrugged.

“Mesopotamian superstition is an amazingly powerful 

thing.  Old writers used to be fond of saying that Gothic 

civilization triumphed because it was the best of all human 

works.  Today, we look back on that and wonder how it 

survived at all, let alone became the dominant force in the 

world for a while.”

Alex shook his head.  “It all seems very unreal.  Certain 

human beings don’t have rights, but concepts that don’t even 

have a physical existence do.  Everyone fought to possess 

things that can’t be owned at all.  Doing the same thing under 

different conditions meant it was viewed differently.  If you 

killed a man for insulting you, you were called a murderer.  

But if you killed him as the enemy of your country with its 

approval--as a sacrifice to the spirit of government basically--

you were treated as a hero.  But then again, if you killed him as 

a form of sacrifice in the context of your religion, in spite of the 

state’s professed non-interference in religion, you’d be 

condemned as a murderer again.  It makes no sense!  How can 

people consider one action as being many different actions 

based on how exactly it occurred?  What they think about an 

act doesn’t change its nature.  That’s like putting a lime next to 

a bloodstone and asking ‘Which of these is green?’  They’re 

both green!  Quibbling over what shade of green they are 

overlooks the essential fact that they’re both still green!  What I 

understand least of all is why anyone submitted to this 

irrational system in the first place.”

“We won’t ever be able to internalize or fully 

understand why they did it.  Our ethics and our concepts of 

civilization are too far apart from theirs.  The most we can do is 

realize that, like all humans, they prized their own safety, and 

for centuries thought they would find it in the nation-state.  So 

they tolerated its offenses against reason and against 

themselves in order to sleep peacefully at night.”

278



“Nonsense,” Alex declared firmly.  “The old books 

always frame that situation as a choice.  You could live in 

safety and oppression or take your chances and die free.  But 

that’s nothing like reality.  We are free, and yet we are also safe.  

One thing does not rule out the other.  Why did it take humans 

so long to recognize that?”

“Because tradition dies hard.  The institution of the state 

grew up very gradually, a little bit at a time.  And no one really 

began to question its merits until it weakened and collapsed.  

Then the masses of men it had created were left without a 

theoretical framework for their existence.  They died of 

incomprehension as much as of famine and disease.  The men 

who survived were able to do so chiefly because they were 

intellectually flexible enough and strong enough to live in a 

world with different social parameters.”

The heir of Domanova poked at the wall with the butt 

of his carbine.  “If their culture is traditionally so poor at 

thinking, they have no chance against us, do they?”

“To be honest, no.  Jeremy routed both Iturbide and the 

Volcaeans in about five minutes.  And his abilities get stronger 

all the time.  They know they have no chance, but they’re too 

convinced that they must conquer to give up.”

“They’ll be giving up soon,” Alex replied as he looked 

out across the plain.  “Because they’re here now.”

“Are they really?”  David stepped across to his side and 

gazed in the direction he was pointing.  A faint dust cloud was 

rising on the horizon and growing slowly.  “Yes, I think you’re 

right.  It’s a good thing.  The sooner they arrive here, the sooner 

we can make them leave.  Which means that’s all the sooner we 

can strike out for home.”

Alex adopted an expression of mock mournfulness.  

“Poor things, poor silly things.  They’re waiting to be fed.”

* * * * *
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The siege of a Martian fortress is generally much more 

difficult than the investment of a similar structure on Earth.  

The usual recourse of soldiers to mines, artillery, and aerial 

bombing cannot be had.  As with ships in deep space, the fort 

itself, being an enclosed structure, is a means of survival and 

the objective for which the opposing forces are playing.  

Possession of the land on which the fort sits does the victors no 

good unless the fort remains intact and capable of holding a 

livable atmosphere within its walls.  And in a land where 

resources must be husbanded, wanton destruction followed by 

rebuilding is rarely, if ever, a practical solution.

Every now and then a siege captain who has a strong 

personal hatred for his opponent will disregard this 

consideration.  In that case the combat is generally short, as the 

besieged have no choice but to gradually retreat within the 

unbreached areas of their station without being able to reply to 

the attacks.  The choice becomes one of suffocation or 

surrender for those who have not already suffocated in the 

process.

The Volcaean expedition which had sat down in front of 

Domanova was denied this route, however.  Much as they 

might like to make an example of the Domanovans, whom they 

had long been trying--and failing--to bring under their control, 

breaching the fort’s walls or roof would risk suffocating their 

real prize.  And if that happened they would have lost more 

than they gained.  So slower, more conventional methods 

would be used.

The first of these was heralded by the appearance of a 

large, ungainly box, which had come lumbering across the 

plains on the beds of several trailers.  How the Volcaeans had 

gotten it this far in the first place Peter couldn’t imagine, 

unless, he said, they had dropped it from an airship nearby.  

The box was brought right up to the fort.  One of its small ends 

was placed against the wall and actually cemented to it.  Then 

the Volcaean pioneers sent out excavation parties and built a 
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hill of stones and soil over the length of the box and its 

connection to the wall.

“An airlock,” Joan said later as they looked down on 

this ongoing work from above.  “They plan to breach the wall 

while working conveniently from within the airlock, then, 

when the breach is almost complete, to fill it with troops and 

pour them through in a sudden shock attack.  The soil piled 

over the chamber is to prevent any stray shots during the 

assault from breaching its sides and causing air loss.  Usually 

the tactics also call for pumping an incapacitating agent into 

the interior of the fort through minute holes right before the 

assault, though I don’t know how much of an effect they could 

expect that to have on an area as large as our station’s interior.”

“It’s rather a crude process,” David commented.  “Very 

reminiscent of the testudo of the ancient Romans.”

“It is very crude indeed, and of little use here.  These 

walls were not built merely to keep the air in, but to keep 

intruders out as well.  The place where they are trying to 

establish the breach is more than a hundred feet thick.  To 

tunnel through that would take them some considerable time, 

although the odds in their favor would then be increased by 

the extra number of troops they could station inside the 

completed tunnel.”

“Sounds like an assault would be very bloody.”

“Sometimes they are.  On the other hand, there are 

examples where a fort was taken almost bloodlessly following 

the completion of a breach.  It depends very much on the skill 

of the engineers and how close they can bring the tunnel 

without being detected, and on whether or not the besiegers 

throw their machine guns and lasers forward immediately.  If 

they open the assault with those, then they have a better chance 

of decimating the defenders and gaining a foothold in the fort.”

“I would think, looking at this place from a military 

perspective, that they would have tried to breach the gates or 

the roof first.”
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“Both are risky places for an attack.  You may not have 

noticed, but the tunnels that constitute the airlocks are lined 

with gun positions.  They could get the gate open very easily.  

What would follow would not go nearly so much in their favor.  

All Martian forts usually incorporate that defense, and ours is 

likely the strongest of all of them.  As for the roof, the 

difficulties an attack on it would pose are even greater.  The 

Volcaeans would have to rappel down from it a few at a time, 

giving us all the advantage in defense.  In addition, there 

would be the chance of stray shots piercing the glass, which is 

not what they want at all.  I am sure they will try those when 

the wall fails, but not very willingly.”

“They won’t be doing either for a while,” Jeremy put in.  

“I’ve just given that area of the wall the consistency and 

strength of titanium.  Their ordinary tools will have no impact 

whatsoever on it.  They’ll have to use lasers if they hope to 

create a breach.  And even those will make a very slow and 

painful job of it.”

“Why not make it impenetrable altogether?” Joan 

asked.

“That might make them give up too quickly.  The 

objective isn’t just to keep them from getting in, but to convince 

them they will never succeed in getting in.  The longer they 

remain out there, expending their efforts on making an 

insignificant amount of progress, the easier it will be to make 

them think it’s time to go home.”

“So you’ll leave them chipping away at a wall of metal 

for the near future.  What then?”

“Then they’ll no doubt try something else and I’ll make 

it fail mysteriously.”

Joan surveyed him critically.  “I don’t suppose you 

could just send them all back to Volcaea?  Either frighten them 

away or physically remove them?”

“The latter, I can’t do.  It seems easier now than it did a 

week ago, but I need more time to work it out.  The former is a 
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definite possibility.  I’m already shaping something very 

traditional along those lines.  Even so, moral force always 

works better on demoralized troops.  Let them play out all their 

ideas.  They won’t harm the fort and the subtle things that go 

wrong will seem much more ominous to them than if they 

spotted an army ten times their size coming to our relief.”  He 

tilted his head to one side as if listening.  “I think they just 

broke their first drill.”

“Let’s hope they break the others, too, and fast.”

“Oh, that won’t take long,” Peter said.

And it didn’t.  By the end of the day the Domanovans 

could see the drills and associated equipment being hauled out 

of the airlock and taken back to the Volcaean camp.  They 

could produce no effect on the strange new form of metallic 

stone that Jeremy had created.

“And if they simply decide to try elsewhere on the 

wall?” Joan asked.  A party of men carrying what looked like 

chemical testing apparatus was approaching from the camp.

“They won’t,” Jeremy declared.  “I’ve taken the 

precaution of giving the whole outer surface of the wall the 

same treatment.  Their tests will reveal no apparent weak 

points so long as they don’t attempt to break it up piecemeal.”

“Are you sure it’s safe to play with the nature of matter 

like this?” Peter questioned.  “Concrete wasn’t meant to have 

the properties of titanium.”

“Think of it as the same change that a metal core 

undergoes when it’s placed at the center of a group of 

explosive lenses.  Providing you use non-fissile elements, the 

metal can be forced to become much denser than any form in 

which it is found in nature and kept in that state.  It’s 

unconventional, but hardly catastrophic.  Incidentally, that’s 

what tomorrow has in store for us.  Explosives.”

“They’re going to bombard the fort?”  Joan of 

Domanova was on her feet, eyes flashing.
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“Oh, not bombard it.  But they’re going to attach 

shaped charges to the outside of the wall, now that they have 

some idea of its thickness and strength, and attempt to break it 

up before attaching the airlock elsewhere and returning to 

more conventional methods.”

“And are you going to strengthen the wall still further 

to resist their attacks?”

“Certainly not.”  Jeremy grinned from ear to ear.  “I 

have something immensely more frustrating in mind for 

them.”

The following morning saw the Volcaean engineers 

attaching a series of large explosives packages to a whole 

section of wall on the adjoining side of the fort.  Each charge 

resembled a half-sphere made of plaster.  In reality, each of 

them was composed of several different explosives in order to 

produce a shockwave that would be directed at a very precise 

point on the wall, making maximum use of the explosive force.  

The charges were strung out near ground level, and had the 

concrete been merely ordinary concrete, they would no doubt 

have been able to smash in the entire foot of the wall and cause 

its outer layers to collapse, lessening the work the miners 

would have to do afterwards.  What effect the charges would 

have on titanium, however, was unknown.

“They’re about to fire them,” David said, watching the 

engineers clear out from another observation post high above.  

“Should we do anything to keep from being blown off the 

wall?”

“Watch and be entertained,” was all that Jeremy said.

Three minutes later the Volcaeans had drawn their 

forces back from the wall, and the charges were set off.

Then their work turned out to be all for nothing.  The 

charges were detonated simultaneously--except that they 

didn’t actually detonate.  Instead, they caught fire and burned 

slowly and comfortably in the oxygen-free atmosphere of Mars.  

It wasn’t a completely impossible sight; certain explosives will 
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burn rather than detonating on Earth if they are set off by a 

flame rather than a shock wave.  But in this case the shockwave 

detonators used by the engineers had been rendered null and 

void somehow.  Producing the effect had been simple enough--

Jeremy had done nothing more than slow the burn rate of the 

materials--but it was still inexplicable by ordinary chemistry.  

A second, and then a third set of charges were tried on the 

walls at different points.  None did anything more than create 

a line of bonfires as the charges gradually detached from the 

wall and burned away happily at its base.

The defenders could see the fuss that was going on in 

the camp.  The Volcaeans had begun to suspect their 

equipment of flaws.  To test that theory, they laid out one of the 

suspected charges at a distance from the camp and detonated 

it.  It blew a pit in the earth that a man could stand up in 

without his head appearing above ground level.  After that the 

fury of the engineers could hardly be described.  Their voices 

may not have carried across the distance and through the glass 

to the fort, but their gestures, rage, and body language 

certainly did.  One of them almost attacked another over seeing 

what he had always regarded as the laws of nature suspended.  

At any rate, there were no more attempts at blowing in the wall 

that day.

The episode of the charges summed up the entirety of 

Jeremy’s defensive strategy.  Give your opponent little hints 

that he can’t win, and perhaps he’ll eventually take them.  At 

the very least he’ll grow frustrated and ineffective.

* * * * *

There was no shortage of frustration in the Volcaean 

camp.  And yet its occupants proved remarkably stubborn 

about taking hints.

“It’s almost as if they don’t understand they’re not 

welcome here,” Jeremy commented to his boyfriend one night.
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After their failure to breach the wall, the Volcaeans had 

thrown up an outwork at some distance from it--for what 

reason, nobody knew, except that it was most likely prescribed 

in one of their manuals--and started excavating a somewhat 

deep tunnel towards the fort.  Its exact course would have been 

a matter of speculation had Jeremy not drawn up a chart of 

Domanova and its surroundings and taken great pleasure in 

pricking off the increased extent of the tunnel on it each day.

“Aren’t you going to stop them?” Joan eventually 

demanded.

“After I give them some hope,” Jeremy explained.

“I’m sorry, but did you say hope or rope?” David 

commented, tongue in cheek.

“I said hope.  But you may think rope if you prefer.  It’s 

like Peter’s second name.  Or another Peter’s second name, that 

is.  It’s spelt death.  Pronounce it any way you like.  Most 

people who are plagued with it pronounce it so as to rhyme 

with teeth, but personally I think it sounds more picturesque 

when rhymed with breath.”

“But I don’t have a second name spelt death,” Peter 

objected.

“It’s a literary allusion, dear.”  Jeremy stroked his head 

as if to comfort him.

“Returning to the subject at hand,” David said, “your 

general idea is, as always, to get their hopes up and then 

disappoint them in order to produce a greater moral effect.”

“Correct.  But in this instance I also see a way to create 

an additional disturbance which should upset the whole 

structure of their operations.  And the opportunity is too good 

to pass up.”

Two more days passed.  The tunnel drew slightly 

closer.  Then pandemonium broke loose in the besiegers’ camp.

David and Alex were watching the progress of the 

excavation in a desultory sort of way from the top of the wall.  

Suddenly they saw the process slow to a halt, and then a 
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number of soldiers, part of the excavating party, came flying 

out of the tunnel and ran straight for the camp.  They seemed 

to be carrying something in their hands.  In a matter of 

minutes, they were bolting back in the direction of the half-

completed tunnel, followed by a steady stream of their no less 

enthusiastic comrades.

“What in the worlds?” David said, scanning the 

onrushing crowd with a spyglass.  “If I didn’t know better I’d 

say those were enormous diamonds they were carrying.”

“Oh, they are,” Jeremy’s voice said from behind them.  

They turned to see him almost unable to stand still from 

excitement.  “I arranged it so the excavation crew just broke 

into a diamond pocket.”

“A diamond pipe might be valuable to Volcaea, but that 

shouldn’t inspire such excitement in the soldiers, unless they 

have the hope of secreting one or two small stones, which they 

wouldn’t be expected to try given the attitude of their masters 

towards plunder.”

“Not a pipe.  A pocket.  A pocket in the ground filled to 

capacity with exact copies of the Cullinan diamond.  When 

they broke through the stone holding it back, diamonds the 

size of a fist literally poured out on them.”

Peter had just come through the door behind his 

boyfriend.  He nearly choked at the sound of those words.  

“Diamonds!  You literally created a room full of diamonds?”

“I didn’t create them,” Jeremy corrected.  “I just turned 

a little soil into them.  After all, it’s not such a dramatically 

different result from what’s been achieved in factories.  Besides, 

you’ve seen me do the same thing, except that last time it was 

gold that was involved.”

“But--but--but how could you create replicas of the 

Cullinan?  The stone doesn’t even exist anymore and neither do 

all the pieces!”
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Jeremy looked a little nonplussed.  “Can we say that I 

pulled the specifications out of hyperspace and leave it at 

that?”

Peter threw his arms up and sank down on a chair, 

shaking his head.  Some things are just difficult for engineers to 

accept.

The effect of the discovery on the Volcaean soldiers was 

not a good one.  Most of them forgot their enforced discipline 

entirely in attempting to collar as many diamonds for 

themselves as possible.  The remaining loyal officers, seconded 

by a small bootlicking contingent, attempted to confiscate the 

stones and met with determined resistance.  One man, a pilot 

as it turned out, was seen to calmly gather up a bag of stones, 

climb into a scout plane, and take off.  He was next heard of in 

Helium.  

Meanwhile, the officer in command of the camp 

somehow managed to regain the upper hand.  From the walls, 

it looked as if he had locked the soldiers out of their 

accommodations and stores.  It is not possible to eat diamonds, 

and it is not possible to eat anything outdoors in the Martian 

atmosphere.  At the same time, he had to make some kind of 

concessions, since the extinction of most of his soldiers would 

mean he would not be able to continue the siege he had been 

ordered to undertake, which would translate into personal 

disgrace for him.  Parleys went back and forth, and by late 

afternoon the Domanovans saw that some agreement had been 

reached.  The soldiers returned to their duties, and the 

diamonds were stacked up in a series of piles next to the main 

building for counting and presumably later sharing out, with 

their eager discoverers looking on.

All of this was visible from the walls of the fort.  David 

looked on with amusement and Peter with bafflement.  But at 

least the soldiers’ reactions has been quite understandable up 

to that point.  Suddenly they broke loose again, flung 

themselves on the diamonds, and either stood there gripping as 
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many as they could hold or fled in all directions.  What was 

more, the officers did not try to stop them.  They, too, groped at 

the piles or gestured frantically at one another while men 

whose apparatus proclaimed them chemists rushed back and 

forth between the stacks before shrugging hopelessly and 

retiring to the sidelines.

“What now?” David asked Jeremy.

“I’m afraid the diamonds are melting,” that worthy 

replied.

“Do diamonds typically melt on Mars?”

“These particular diamonds do.  By any test, chemical 

or physical, they are perfectly genuine diamonds with all the 

properties of diamond.  The funny thing is, though, that after a 

certain time in the open air they start melting into liquid water.  

The stones themselves don’t become water ice, mind you.  All 

they do is gradually lose mass to water until they disappear 

entirely.  I imagine the Volcaeans have just realized that and 

aren’t taking it so well.”

By morning the diamonds were gone.  The Volcaeans 

did not try to annihilate the fort in response, probably because 

they could not entirely grasp that Jeremy had made fools of 

them.  Their Gothic minds were too simple to understand the 

true nature of matter, but too sophisticated to accept a 

supernatural explanation, either of which would have 

reassured them.  Instead they brooded.

Turning their attention to the tunnel again, they found 

that the soil had turned to solid metal around it in every 

direction.  Another attempt at breaking up the metal with 

explosives failed when those refused to ignite at all.  

Conventional tools made no impact on the solid surface, and 

the lasers could chisel away only minute fractions of the layer 

at a time, besides demanding more power for continuous 

operation than the camp could spare.

After that the Volcaeans began to get more aggressive.  

They attempted to drill openings in the glass roof and use them 
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to pump incapacitating gases into the station.  Their drills 

could not pierce the glass and the effort was abandoned.  Next, 

in desperation, they tried to shatter a portion of it with 

explosives, hoping to create a  distraction that would allow 

them to send in an advance team before resealing the roof.  

Jeremy thwarted that attempt quite dramatically.  He allowed 

the charges to detonate, creating a spectacular visual effect for 

those standing beneath the roof, but when the smoke cleared 

away, the besiegers found that the detonation had not even 

dirtied the glass.  The Volcaeans tried again with bigger and 

more powerful charges.  The results were the same.

Those failures seemed to discourage them for a few 

days.  There were no more attempts to break into the station.  

However, shortly thereafter, a new force of infantry arrived 

from Volcaea, apparently under the command of the deputy 

governor himself, who took over the whole siege operation.  

Jeremy retailed this to his companions with glee.

“And the loveliest thing about the general,” he 

continued, “is that he intends to conquer us with a simple 

frontal assault.  A bayonet charge, would you believe it!  In this 

century!”

“He’ll have to kick in the front door first,” Joan 

observed with the air of one who found it very doubtful that 

such a thing could ever occur.

“Well, the man isn’t a complete cretin.  Somebody in 

Toulousan intelligence has probably made a clean breast of 

their whole plan to the Volcaean authorities by now, because 

he knows that I’m here and that I’ve been tinkering with the 

siege troops, and he’s shaping his plans accordingly.  His 

scheme involves breaching the airlock as quickly as possible, 

then flooding us with shock troops armed only with edged 

weapons.  Like Iturbide, he’s realized that I can be overloaded, 

and also that guns are much easier for me to incapacitate than 

men.  So if he can get the gate down, he thinks there’s a chance 
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of success.  And he also realizes the airlocks are more 

vulnerable than solid walls.”

Joan frowned.  “If you were not here I should feel very 

uneasy about these tactics.  Under ordinary circumstances they 

could destroy those gates in five minutes if they chose to take 

the risk.”

“I have no intention of letting them get anywhere near 

the gates.  I have a special surprise prepared for them, in fact, 

which should have them on the run before lunchtime 

tomorrow.  For good.”

After making that statement, Jeremy turned his 

attention to his dinner and refused altogether to even hint at 

what he had in mind.

The next morning saw all three Marquesans perched up 

in one of the observation balconies, from which they watched 

the Volcaeans mustering their troops on the plain below.  The 

latter were actually forming up units in order of battle in front 

of the airlocks.  A single discharge from a machine gun would 

have left dozens of them dead, and they had no way of 

knowing for sure that the Domanovans did not have airtight 

gunports hidden in the walls somewhere.  And yet they lined 

up on parade anyway, paying tribute to the fetishes and taboos 

of a dying military culture.

“I’ve had a message from our friend over yonder,” Joan 

said as she arrived.  “He was so gracious to inform me that if I 

surrendered Domanova he would refrain from killing all of us.  

We would even be supported at government expense in 

Volcaea.”

“Sounds like a regular Twala in his mercy,” David 

commented.

“Ah, well, it salves his conscience.  Now he can claim he 

offered terms but that we were uncooperative, thereby 

justifying whatever he chooses to do to us in future.  But when 

does the show begin?”
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“Very soon,” Jeremy said, his attention concentrated on 

the assembled troops.  “Keep an eye on that ridge.”  The ridge 

in question was a slight hillock that ran at a low elevation off to 

one side of the Volcaean camp.  It was not much of a 

topographical feature, but anything directly behind it would be 

hidden from the view of those in the camp.

For a few minutes, nothing happened.  The soldiers had 

completed their formations and the advance parties were 

preparing to move, when from out of nowhere a man stepped 

over the ridge and into plain sight.

He was not merely a man, he was a true Martian as 

once the men of Earth had conceived of Martians: red-skinned, 

tall and haughty, completely nude save for an ornamented 

harness hung about plentifully with weapons, breathing the 

poisonous air as if it were no more harmful to his lungs than 

pure oxygen.  To a reasonable mind, he had no business being 

on that hill--and yet there he was.  Peter gasped.  David 

chuckled softly.  What the Volcaeans were saying as they 

caught sight of him can only be imagined.

Then other Martians began appearing over the hill on 

either side of the first one, all of them bearing weapons.  They 

came on by twos, then by fours, then by the dozen until that 

slight eminence was lined with armed figures who gazed down 

scornfully at the Volcaean troops.  Their leader looked up to 

the sky and waved his arm.  At his command, a distant speck 

that had been shining in the distant blue sank downwards 

towards the camp, growing in size and speed as it came.  Had 

any of the Volcaeans been able to hear through their helmets, 

they would have heard the air sing and roar as the Martian 

battleship dropped from the skies, only to swing out of its dive 

above their heads and station itself, hovering, above the hill.  

They could see, though.  And the sight of that massive 

structure hanging in the air with no visible means of support 

completed their demoralization.  They broke ranks and fled for 

cover.
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And as they did so, a string of Green Martians mounted 

on thoats appeared from behind the ridge, yelling with all their 

might and brandishing their weapons.  They circled about the 

fleeing soldiers in great arcs, herding them like cattle.  One or 

two brave Volcaeans attempted to fire on the onrushing 

hordes, without result.  Bullets and lasers alike had no effect on 

them.  Those who had gained the camp’s fortifications set up a 

heavier fire that caused no more damage than the first random 

shots had.  But when the Volcaeans attempted a sortie, the 

Martians drew their revolvers and the oncoming soldiers all 

crumpled up, stunned presumably by the radium bullets of the 

Martians, before coming to themselves and staggering back to 

their camp.  After that the Volcaean fire withered and died.

On came more and more Martians, green and red, 

mounted and afoot, until the plain in front of Domanova was 

filled with them.  They closed in on the Volcaean camp until it 

was ringed about with their warriors on three sides.  The only 

gap left open was a single narrow opening in the direction of 

Volcaea itself.  Then the Martian commander stepped forward 

out of his lines and raised his arm, pointing directly to that gap.  

The message was clear.

By noon the Volcaeans were no more than a puff of dust 

on the horizon.  As they had come, so they had gone.

As this faded away, the Martian hordes turned towards 

the fort, whose inhabitants had watched in amazement as these 

fantasies came to life and made their will manifest.  Slowly, 

each of the Martians drew and raised his weapon.  Then, 

starting with the front ranks, they cast them on the ground, and 

as they did so, man and weapon both vanished.  There was no 

smoke or noise, or dust or light or other effects.  The soldiers of 

Mars simply were not.  In ten seconds the plain that had been 

filled with thousands of them was empty.

High above, Jeremy turned to his companions with his 

hands planted firmly on his hips and an expression of triumph 

on his face.
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No one broke the silence at first.  Then Peter burst out:

“But were they real?”

“In the sense of being flesh and blood, you mean?  

Absolutely not.  They were visible, but not tangible.  A sort of 

optical illusion, you could call it, but one generated at the 

source rather than by distortion of the receiver or processor--

the eyes and brain, that is.”

“But why such a sweeping illusion?”

“The effect of it on the Volcaeans seems to have been 

rather good, don’t you agree?  Besides, I wanted to see if I 

could generate and sustain one on such a massive scale.”

“And the figures who made up your army?”

“The Martians as Burroughs once drew them,” David 

said.  “In fact, all of what you just saw was a play on Burroughs 

and his works.  One of the cultures he peopled the Mars of his 

stories with was an ancient civilization called Lothar.  And the 

Lotharians were notorious for their ability to create armies of 

entirely visible but intangible soldiers to guard their city, 

armies which had no physical weapons but slew their enemies 

using the power of suggestion.  The Lotharians of the stories, in 

fact, were able to employ one principle of the hyperdrive--but 

only one.”

“The Mars of Burroughs’s dreams was a Gothic 

civilization,” Jeremy said.  “Well, it’s only fitting that the Goths 

should have their own back at last!”
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12
“Go, throng each other’s drawing-rooms...”

The plains of Domanova were empty again save for a 

few of the Domanovans themselves gathering fodder.  Jeremy 

had obligingly leveled the earthworks and filled in the tunnel 

that the Volcaeans had left behind.  Apart from the few marks 

those had left on the earth, nothing had changed.  War has yet 

to make more than a passing impression on Nature.

But when the sun came up that morning it had still 

looked foreign somehow.  It was not Domanova as the 

Domanovans had been accustomed to seeing it.  The Martian 

air seemed to have undergone a noticeable change, too.  Colors 

and effects appeared very subtly different viewed through it, 

so slightly that it was impossible to look straight at them and 

specify what was odd about them.  Even the patterns that the 

wind made in the grass had been undefinably altered.  All of 

this was conveyed to an observer by hints and vague 

sensations rather than by clear evidence.  It was a persistent, 

tiny impression at the back of the mind, nothing more.

The feeling did not affect Joan of Domanova in the 

slightest.  She was delighted at the repulse the Volcaean forces 

had suffered, which in her opinion would lead to political 

upheavals at home and thereby keep Volcaea from interfering 

in Domanovan affairs for quite some time.  As for the three 

Marquesans, their departure would distract the Toulousan 
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security services and cause the latter to turn their attention 

away from Domanova.  It had been a very profitable siege for 

her.

Peter was less sanguine.  He was still learning to 

embrace the sudden changes in the physical world that his 

boyfriend could produce.  Cracking a pane of glass or 

transforming stone into gold without a physical means of 

doing so was less hard for his mathematician’s mind to accept 

than the more dramatic creation of hundreds of nonexistent 

soldiers out of thin air.  Jeremy had said they were intangible, 

but they had trampled down the grass and left their tracks 

behind them for all that.  David was detached and 

unconcerned as usual, regarding everything around him as a 

possible means of amusement.  He had a full measure of that 

insouciance so cultivated and prized by the Marquesans.

At present both of them were listening to their hostess 

lament half-heartedly that the Martian atmosphere had 

prohibited her from leading a cavalry charge on the Volcaean 

troops, instead of leaving the task to figments of Jeremy’s 

imagination.

“Would you have put on a more impressive show than 

the Green Martians did?” David wondered idly.

“I shouldn’t doubt it.  Thoats are all very well in their 

way, but not beautiful at all to the human eye, and therefore 

not essentially impressive.  The Volcaeans ran from them 

because they feared their novelty, not because they feared their 

martial prowess.  The human fear of the unknown is at most a 

philosophical impulse which can take root in times of tension 

and reflection.  For a genuine, immediate, visceral impulse of 

fright to occur, the potential threat must be something very 

familiar and understandable.  It is much easier to visualize the 

effect of a spear slicing into your body than that of a subtle 

poison slowly working its way through your digestion, and 

thus it is easier to fear the spear than the poison.  Cavalry the 
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human brain can understand and fear better than wraiths who 

never strike a blow.”

“Well, it’s not an unreasonable speculation.  In a 

political sense, the nation-states always feared simple 

gatherings of their subjects much more than they did 

aggressive rhetoric or the most intricate political or financial 

combinations.  You must admit, though, that in this particular 

case the thoats did have the advantage of invulnerability.”

“If your friend could build an army of semi-tangible 

warriors out of nothing, could he not have built a bubble of 

invisible steel around each cavalryman as well?”

“He might at that,” David admitted.  “I didn’t expect 

that kind of a show yesterday.  It makes you wonder what the 

effects will be if he can ever start producing tangible objects on 

a large scale.  Quite possibly the end of heavy industry in a 

best-case scenario.”

“All I wonder about,” Peter interrupted, “is where he’s 

going without a helmet?”

Across the courtyard Jeremy could be seen stepping 

into one of the airlocks, without any helmet or oxygen tanks.  

Joan started to call him back, but then checked herself.  “Of 

course.  He can take his own atmosphere with him.  But he 

can’t be expecting to go very far, can he?”

“Let’s look and see,” David suggested.

From the balcony it was apparent that Jeremy hadn’t 

gone very far at all.  He was strolling through what remained 

of the Volcaean advance works, relaxed and obviously 

enjoying the morning sun.

“He looks very comfortable out there,” Joan said, a trifle 

enviously.

“Too comfortable.”  There was a note of alarm in Peter’s 

voice as he spoke.  He reached across and grabbed a pair of 

binoculars from their hook, focusing them in the direction of 

his boyfriend.  Then he shoved them at David.  “Look!  Look at 

what he’s done!”
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David peered through the lenses.  Jeremy looked no 

different than usual, he thought.  Except that his hair was 

blowing across his forehead.  How could his hair be blowing in 

the wind--unless the Martian wind was passing directly over 

his body and he wasn’t really encased in a protective bubble of 

air after all.

“Either he’s doing it much more subtly now,” David 

said slowly, passing the binoculars to Joan, “or he’s figured out 

a way to breathe carbon dioxide, or--”

“Or is the question,” Peter replied.

Jeremy had noticed their scrutiny by now.  He waved 

his arms gleefully in their direction, beckoning to them.  He 

started taking deep breaths as well, as if to emphasize against 

reason that he was somehow able to survive in the Martian 

atmosphere unprotected.

Then the glass that cased in four sides of the 

observation balcony shattered.  It didn’t crack, it shattered 

instantly into thousands of tiny shards, and flowed down in a 

cascade over the outside of the walls.  Not a single piece fell on 

its astonished occupants or within the balcony itself.  And the 

exposed air of Mars blew over their faces, fresh and clean and 

breathable.

“I always thought the Martian air was poisonous,” 

David eventually commented with an assumed expression of 

puzzlement.  He sniffed at it.  “Or perhaps they’re getting 

better at making appetizing poisons.”

“He did it,” Peter said in a voice so tightly controlled it 

was barely audible.  “He transformed the atmosphere.  He 

restructured an entire planet’s atmosphere!”

“He is the hyperdrive, after all.  And he’s your 

boyfriend, too,” David said, prodding his friend gently.  “Don’t 

look so surprised.”

Joan said nothing.  She turned and descended the stairs 

to the inside of the fort in a controlled hurry.  The Marquesans 

trailed after her.
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By the time they reached the courtyard again, she was 

far ahead of them and racing around in one of the paddocks, 

stirring its occupants to activity.  Four of the most remarkable 

Domanovan Arabs were brought out and light saddles thrown 

on them as she chivvied her grandchildren to speed the 

process.  Then she gathered up the reins of all four horses, but 

instead of mounting one, led them all forward to where David 

and Peter stood.

“There you are,” she said, passing a horse to each of 

them.  Her eyes shone intensely.  “Now come with me.”

They followed her towards the tall center airlock which 

they had not yet seen opened.  Still Joan did not mount.  She 

reached for the controls and the doors swung open, both of 

them at once, letting a surge of light and cool air into the 

interior of the fort.  The Domanovans started in amazement as 

she led her guests and her priceless horses alike out into the 

Martian sunlight, unrestrained and unprotected.

Jeremy was strolling back towards the fort by this time.  

The wind still scattered his hair across his forehead.  Joan went 

directly up to him and placed the reins of one of her horses into 

his hand.

“You have given us our world,” she said to him.  

Nothing more.

Jeremy bowed over her hand and vaulted onto the back 

of his horse, almost overbalancing in the lighter Martian 

gravity.  He touched it lightly with his heels and the Arab 

sprang into action, alert and nervous in the unfamiliar 

environment of the outdoors.  Horse and rider flew lightly 

across the plain with the grass parting in waves before them.  

The other three merely looked on for a while.

“It has always been the ambition of our house that one 

of us would be the first to ride a horse under the Martian sky,” 

Joan said at last to Peter and David.  “But he has given us the 

means of achieving not only that, but all of our ambitions as 

299



well.  It is beyond belief, but it is real.  This ride belongs to 

him.”

“You can at least be then second,” the practical Peter 

suggested.

“And so I shall be!”  In another instant the lady of 

Domanova was mounted as well.  She gave no visible cue, but 

all at once her horse glided away from the others like a cloud of 

dust rolling across the plain, ethereal and driven by the wind, 

part of it.  The Marquesans leapt onto the backs of their horses 

and followed her example, but neither of them could catch that 

flying blue cloak in the distance.  She was not merely riding, 

she was asserting her dominion in a way that had always been 

denied to her family by the harshness of the environment.  

Eventually they halted, watching her fade into the distance, 

and let Jeremy come up with them.  Which he did, laughing as 

if riding horseback across a planet that had been bathed in 

poison gas twelve hours ago and over ground that had been a 

siege camp twenty-four hours ago was a perfectly ordinary 

thing to do.

“I think this is an improvement, don’t you?” he called 

out as he cantered past them.

“Let’s just say that with a little more practice your 

descendants may come to be referred to as Magratheans,” 

David answered, spurring his horse along and staying level 

with Jeremy’s more skittish mount.

Peter emerged on Jeremy’s left hand.  “Are we going 

anywhere in particular?”

“Why should we?  I don’t think there are any pressing 

calls on our time now that the Volcaeans have run away.”  

Jeremy shook out his reins and his horse leapt ahead of the 

others.

“He must think he can guarantee the future now,” Peter 

called across to David as they prepared to catch up.

“Oh, just you wait till I create an alternate universe!” 

Jeremy’s voice drifted back to them on the wind.
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The Arabs flew on and on over the wide plains.  Their 

strides were considerably longer and more springy than those 

of any horse from Earth.  Generations of life in low gravity and 

thin air had not diminished their athleticism in the least.  David 

couldn’t recall ever covering ground on horseback at the rate 

which these horses maintained.  They seemed to soar since the 

Martian gravity pulled them back to the soil so slowly and 

lightly.  It reminded him of how the first moon explorers had 

felt on dealing with the physical parameters of their new 

world.  The sensation wasn’t at all like walking, it was 

something else entirely.

“You might as well have just conjured us up a magic 

carpet,” he chided Jeremy in jest as they crested a ridge of low 

hills which seemed to float away behind them as they galloped 

down the incline.

“Perhaps later,” said that irrepressible rogue with a 

wink.  “Oh look!  More hills!”

Their horses summitted those too without a pause, and 

then another set that was even steeper.  On descending the 

third range, however, they almost fell into a stream as they 

came down the slope.  That is, David and Peter almost fell.  

Jeremy didn’t bother to pull up and tumbled right in.  He burst 

out of the water, laughing furiously, exulting in the experience 

and the world around him.  And that, David realized, is what 

makes him able to do what he does.  He doesn’t believe in rules 

or in the immutability of the human condition.  More than any 

of us, he has learned to embrace the chaos.  The barriers 

between fact and fantasy do not exist for him.  He sees the 

world, and all possible worlds, as the shadows that they are, 

not taking them seriously, and that frees him from the 

obligations which bind us and gives him mastery over them 

almost without him realizing it.

The horses drank.  Jeremy glowed with the ecstasy of 

life.  Peter looked down at his boyfriend with love in his eyes.  

David scribbled a few notes.
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The stream ran through a little gully washed out by the 

collected runoff of the range of hills they had just come over.  It 

was not much more than a trickle at the moment, but no doubt 

the occasional massive Martian storms could funnel a great 

deal more water into it at certain times of the year.  At least it 

was deep enough that they couldn’t see out of the gulch 

altogether.  But the horses made short work of the climb and 

they were out of it on the other side in next to no time.

This time, they found themselves on another plateau, 

similar to the one surrounding Domanova.  It was hard to call 

it a plain, however, because the grasslands they had previously 

encountered gave way here to a much lusher flora.  Ferns and 

shrubs burst up in clumps all over the ground, the product 

either of richer soils or greater moisture or both.  It made a 

pleasant change, at any rate.  There were flowers everywhere.  

The first gardeners on Mars had made a priority of 

acclimatizing as many elaborately colorful varieties as possible.  

They wanted it to be a storybook world one day, and their 

wishes had come true.

“I wonder how long this will all last?” David said 

almost sadly as he gazed at an elaborate crop of vines 

blossoming with thick white flowers that had taken over a 

protruding rock.  “We can breathe the new air now, but the 

plants have adapted to the original Martian conditions.  This 

sort of botanical paradise can’t last in a human-oriented 

atmosphere.”

“They’ll adapt faster to oxygen than we would have to 

carbon dioxide,” Peter noted.  “Besides, we can always replant 

the planet.”

“And in the meantime we can enjoy what is here,” 

Jeremy said.  “Take a look at those!”

They spurred their horses forward towards a patch of 

bright red some distance away that appeared to be mostly 

hidden behind a cluster of low trees.  It was surprisingly far off, 
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but in a few minutes they turned the corner of the copse and 

galloped right into it.

The red patch was a whole vast field of poppies in full 

bloom, acres and acres of them, a sight that recalled the high 

uplands of central Asia back on Earth.  By some fluke they had 

been confined to this area of the plateau instead of becoming 

scattered across it.  On two sides the trees bordered them in.  

On the others they stretched out to meet the horizon.  The wind 

stirred them so slightly, and they were clustered together so 

thickly, that they resembled a piece of watered silk more than 

they did a bed of flowers.  And resting among the flowers, as if 

it had decided to go to sleep there, was a small local ship.

“Now that’s a dramatic setting!” Jeremy exclaimed.  “If 

I had some paints--”

His voice was suddenly choked off.  Out of the corner 

of his eye David saw him collapse across the neck of his horse, 

with a short, feathered shaft protruding from his shoulder.  He 

snapped back on the reins of his horse immediately and heard 

something fly past his head with a soft hissing sound.  At the 

same moment Peter gave a yell, spurring forward towards his 

lover.  A third shot hit his horse and it screamed in pain.  A few 

strides farther on, it stumbled.  But David barely noticed that.  

He had already whirled his own mount and was heading in the 

direction from which he vaguely sensed the shots had come.  It 

was back towards the trees, naturally enough, which were not 

so very far off.

He threw himself from side to side as his horse rushed 

on, rising and crouching and swaying in the saddle, trying to 

make himself an uncertain target for the invisible marksman.  

The tactic worked.  Not until he’d almost reached the treeline 

did he hear another of the almost silent projectiles split the air 

near him.  Then he saw the glint of metal among a patch of 

ferns slightly to his left.  He dropped the reins of his horse, 

drew his sabre with one hand and his pistol with the other, and 

spurred directly into it.

303



If he had been on foot he would have been dead.  

However, Martian bounty hunters, no matter how skilled they 

might be in other forms of fighting, had no experience dealing 

with a mounted charge, and before they could decide how to 

react, David was through the ferns and upon them.  He leaned 

from his saddle and the long blade of his sabre sliced the first 

man deeply across the head before swiveling to run the second 

through arm and body.  David let the sword go as he felt it sink 

into flesh.  He threw his horse around, thankful that his leaning 

away from them had thrown the aim of the other two hunters 

off, and turned his pistol on them.  He felt a stinging pain on 

his side as one of them got home on him with a laser pistol and 

his vest absorbed part of the shock.  Then the needle-sharp 

bullets from his own gun shrieked outwards and both of the 

Martians fell.

* * * * *

Peter was sitting on the ground holding Jeremy on his 

lap when David returned.  Their horses stood nearby.  Jeremy’s 

mount was fine, but Peter’s was staggering slightly, unable to 

keep steady on its feet.

“How is he?” David said, dismounting.

“Unconscious.  Otherwise uninjured, apart from the 

puncture wound, which isn’t severe.  I’ve taped that over.  But 

I can’t rouse him.”  There was smouldering fury at the back of 

his eyes.  “The men who fired at us?”

“Dealt with.”

“Good.  Did you find an antidote?”

“No, there was nothing in their equipment except the 

venom itself.  Presumably Iturbide isn’t willing to trust us 

conscious to anyone but himself.  He wants personal control of 

the hyperdrive badly.”
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“More than likely he didn’t even plan to give us the 

antidote right away.  He would have kept us in hibernation 

until he came up with new tactics for dealing with Jeremy.”

“If it has long-term implications, we need to get him 

back to Domanova right away.”

“No.  They have no chemists or physicians there.  We 

would just have to wait and trust to fate and his abilities.  If 

we’re going to be waiting for a while anyway I suggest we 

make use of the time.”

“How so?”

Peter jerked his head in the direction of the packet.  “We 

take that ship the rest of the way to the other side of Mars.  But 

instead of staying on the planet we go to one of the stations 

maintained by the warlords.  They have doctors and chemists--

and an ongoing feud with the Europeans.  We can make plans 

there more easily once Jeremy is recovered.  At least it would 

be a step in the right direction.”

“Can you fly the ship though?”

“To get my boyfriend off this damned planet?  

Absolutely.”

The horses were turned loose on the other side of the 

ravine.  Hopefully they would find their way back to 

Domanova soon, or if not, then Joan’s search parties would be 

sure to come across them.  It was a rather subdued way to say 

farewell.  David scribbled a short note and pinned it to his 

saddle, explaining the circumstances.  Then he turned and 

walked back to where Peter still cradled his lover’s head in his 

arms.  Together, they lifted Jeremy up and carried him across 

the field of poppies to where the ship stood.

Though a small model, it was more massive than it 

looked at a distance.  The undercarriage in particular was 

surprisingly tall and well-sprung.  Clearly the ship had been 

designed for just this sort of off-the-maps operation.  A single 

access hatch was set into its stern.  David tugged on the handle, 

hoping it would give, and it did, with a hydraulically-attached 
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ladder unfolding from the hatchway as it came open.  Then 

Peter sprang up into the body of the ship and ran through the 

interior quickly.  Fortunately it was empty.  The crew had 

thought their ship would be safe enough unattended in the 

middle of the Martian wilderness.

Very carefully they strapped Jeremy into one of the 

narrow seats, padding him as well as they could with blankets 

and cushions taken from the lockers.  His breathing came 

slowly and almost imperceptibly, and he never stirred while 

they moved him.  Peter placed a last kiss on his forehead, then 

turned and moved up the ladder to the flight deck.  David 

followed.

The Martian local ships did not boast the sort of 

spacious command decks that their Earthly counterparts did.  

In this model all the pilots had were two seats, rather worn, 

and an apparently cluttered instrument panel.  But Peter 

seemed to know what he was doing.  That time he spent 

hovering around the Nandi’s pilots must have helped, David 

reflected.  And no doubt the tension of the situation 

contributed to Peter’s competence as well.  His mind was 

taking their predicament too seriously to make mistakes or to 

question itself.  He flicked through the checklists and switches 

without any hesitation at all.

The single engine in the ship’s stern whined as the 

secondary electric motors spooled it up to its full number of 

revolutions.  The sound was tremendously ironic, David 

realized.  Here they were, sitting on an Earth-like planet 

surrounded by a breathable atmosphere, with an air-breathing 

engine behind them--and yet they had to husband their air 

supply as if they were in deep space.  Ships designed 

exclusively for use on Mars were not built with external air 

intakes.  Internal tanks were their only source of oxygen.  But 

then, they also used special engines and pressurized pure 

oxygen to reduce their need for inert gases.  Combined with the 

lesser gravity and lighter atmosphere, Martian ships were 
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actually far more efficient than those of Earth.  Or would have 

been had they been able to follow the same flight plan.

Peter glanced ahead.  The field was clear.  His fingers 

hovered over the injection switch for a moment, then pressed it.

The engine thundered into life and scorched the heads 

off a swath of poppies behind it.  Almost before the smoke 

from ignition had time to die away, the ship was rolling 

forward.  Long idle times were not one of the luxuries Mars 

offered.  Every ounce of the fuel had to be made to count.  The 

individual flowers turned to a blur of red, the jarring of the 

landing gear on the unprepared ground grew painfully intense, 

and then the wings abruptly grabbed hold of the sky and the 

ship was airborne.  Immediately Peter swung its nose up to a 

very sharp angle at which it would gain the most added 

efficiency and least drag from the lift generated by the wings.  

He held that pitch and they watched the needles on the gauges 

slowly migrate upward as the mass around them gathered 

speed.  It was a much faster trip than their departure from 

earth.  Within three minutes of takeoff David saw the surface of 

Mars curving away beneath him and the atmosphere resting 

like a blanket over the land.  “There went up a mist from the 

earth, and watered the whole face of the ground,” he 

murmured.

In the void, with the attraction of Mars rapidly 

diminishing, and the atmosphere a thing of the past, cruising 

speed was reached quickly.  Another couple of minutes, and 

Peter cut off the air supply to the engine.  Its vibrations died 

behind him.  And then he sat and stared out ahead of him at 

the stars, dazed by his own accomplishment.

David left him to his thoughts and slipped below to 

look at Jeremy.  He still slept on.

* * * * *
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Above them, stars.  Around them, stars.  Beneath them, 

a gemstone carved from green fire inlaid with veins of azurine.  

They passed over it in silence save for the occasional chord 

they themselves added to the music of the spheres.

David returned from contemplating his childhood 

friend to find that Peter had spread out a large chart across 

most of the instrument panel.

“Changing courses?”

“Do you ever get the impression that outer space is 

overcrowded?” Peter asked by way of reply.

“It hasn’t occurred to me that way,” David said, 

dropping back into his chair.  “But it could just be us.”

“I’m afraid it is.  His Highness of Iturbide is displeased.  

He wants his ship back and he’s on his way to fetch it.”

“Some people have no patience.  His eagerness does 

him credit, but it’s also highly inconvenient.”

“Very.  Iturbide has a bigger ship and greater reserves.  

They can overtake us and outmaneuver us, and in either case, 

we run out of fuel first.”

“We could always deorbit again.”

“Our current trajectory isn’t favorable for making 

Helium or any of the other cities controlled by the warlords.  

And if we put down anywhere else Iturbide will be right 

behind us.”

“Can we make any of the stations before they come up 

with us?”

“One of them.”  Peter tapped one of the lines marked on 

the chart.  “It’s labeled here as Apotheosis XXV.  One of the 

early large jumping-off stations that the warlords built.  Mostly 

abandoned now.  We can get there before Iturbide’s ship can 

catch up with us--barely--and then hide out in it until the 

Warlord of Helium catches on that uninvited guests are 

running around his station.  No doctors for Jeremy, but better 

that than ending up in the hands of the Mexicans again.”
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David shrugged.  “It’s an off chance, but when have we 

ever dealt in certainties?”

“That’s what I said.”  Peter toyed with the maneuvering 

controls again, nudging their ship slightly off its original 

course.

Some time thereafter, a faint gleaming line emerged 

from the blackness ahead of them.  It looked like nothing so 

much as a single white hair bent into a loop, it was so faint.  

Even though each passing second brought them miles closer to 

it, it thickened and gained substance only slowly.  A true 

ringworld, David thought.  The Mars stations had been 

intended as permanent outposts of human civilization.  That, 

combined with the lesser gravity and drag of a Mars orbit, had 

resulted in immense, almost fragile-looking structures.  This 

one consisted of a single broad loop which stretched out for 

miles before circling back again.  It was the scale of its 

circumference that made the thickness look inconsiderable.

Looking at it, David experienced the same feeling that 

had come over him when he had looked down at other 

abandoned cities, only less obviously: This belongs to a past 

age.  Mars had been human-habitable for a long time.  Today, it 

had even become fully habitable.  The stations had outlived 

their usefulness as outposts of colonization.  And to this 

station, obsolescence had come sooner than to others.  No lights 

shone out from its sides.  No one attempted to signal the 

approaching packet.  No ships nestled against its docking 

ports.  Alone and silent, it was fading into history.

Of course, Peter didn’t seem to care much about the 

history of it.  He would have to dock their ship with that 

spinning mass of metal, hitting one bullet with another, as the 

saying went.  He had eyes for nothing but his controls and the 

landing signals that gradually became discernable on the 

station’s side.

The product of a later era than the dilapidated bubble of 

air they had visited in low Earth orbit, Apotheosis XXV had 
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been fitted with the more advanced self-landing devices later 

developed for shuttles.  Instead of docking to a stationary, 

weightless hub at the center of a rotating ring, ships berthed 

directly alongside the rotating main body of the station.  Using 

an arrester hook, they would grab a docking arm extending 

from the station as the arm passed underneath them.  This was 

fitted to a sliding, hydraulically-sprung track that ran along the 

station’s side.  As the docking arm moved with the station’s 

rotation, it would pull the shuttle along with it at a gradually 

increasing rate.  This arrangement allowed the shuttles to be 

spun up to the same artificial gravity as the station without 

placing too much stress on their occupants.  Once the shuttle 

reached the end of a track, its stern would fit into a universal 

docking port which could be operated from either the station 

or the shuttle.  The setup was very similar to the arresting 

system used on the old aircraft carriers of bygone years.  And it 

was a good thing, too.  Without it, they would have had very 

little chance of getting on board the stations before Iturbide 

arrived.

Peter nudged the ship closer to the spinning wall of 

metal he could see out of his left eye.  Ever so slowly, he drifted 

them into the path of the docking arms, putting the ship’s nose 

up slightly to give it a better purchase.  Now one was coming 

up directly beneath them.  Peter gave a last couple of touches to 

the controls and waited.  The whole ship was abruptly jarred 

and shaken and a faint screaming sound seemed to echo 

through its fabric, the noise of the collision propagating itself 

through the only available material.  David raised a languid 

eyebrow.  “Not bad for a beginner,” he remarked.

Peter just sighed and closed his eyes as they felt the 

artificial gravity begin to assert itself.  Mars gravity, naturally, 

but it was still more comforting than drifting aimlessly in deep 

space.

In another minute their feet felt firm on the floor.  Then 

came a gentle nudge from the rear as the sensation of 
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movement ceased.  The docking port had aligned itself 

perfectly with the ship after all, the indicators showed.

“Look,” David said, pointing out the cockpit window.  

They could just see a flickering shape moving past them at a 

distance before it was lost to view.

“Iturbide’s ship.  No doubt he has trained pilots and 

they’ll time their approach to pick a port as close to ours as 

possible so they don’t have to walk so far.  We only have a few 

minutes.”  He stood up and went below, with David following 

him.

First they had to pressurize the gap between their 

hatchway and the docking port, then carefully check the seal 

and edge the two open.  Fortunately the docking port hadn’t 

frozen shut from infrequent use.  The air that flowed in as they 

opened it was quite cool and somewhat musty, but seemed fine 

otherwise.  David walked down the long tunnel of the 

boarding ramp and peered into the interior of the station.  It 

was silent and deserted.  Long corridors stretched away on 

either hand under the glow of dim lights.  There was less in the 

way of grass and shrubbery here, too, the plants being confined 

to a few little plots here and there.  This must have been the 

engineering deck, David thought.  But at least it was 

unoccupied.  He turned and walked back to the ship.

Peter was carefully unstrapping Jeremy from the seat.  

The latter’s condition had changed since David had last seen 

him.  His breaths came stronger but more sporadically.  His 

pulse beat faster, and every now and then different groups of 

his muscles would shudder slightly.

“He’s fighting back against the drugs,” Peter said with 

a look of fierce joy.

Tenderly, they lifted Jeremy between them and carried 

him into the interior of the station.

“Doesn’t seem to offer much cover,” Peter gasped as 

they toiled up a corridor.
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“We have to get to the level above this one.  This looks 

like an engineering and cargo space.  The passenger decks 

should have more room to maneuver in.”

Up the staircase they went, only to be greeted by a pale, 

slender man of great age in a flowing white robe.  He gazed 

upon the three Marquesans without appearing to infer 

anything unusual from their appearance.

“Have you come to seek the solitude of the infinite?” he 

enquired politely.

“Good lord!”  David sagged against the wall, setting 

Jeremy down for a moment.  “Holy hermits!  I should’ve 

known they would have turned this place into a monastery!”

The hermit beamed at him.  “We call ourselves the New 

Ashram.  Ostentation in description is unnecessary.  But if you 

long to withdraw from the world, you can do no better than to 

come here.”

“We seek withdrawal from the world, all right, but not 

in the sense you had in mind.  In a few minutes a young 

gentleman with imperial ambitions is going to be waltzing 

through here, and unless we find a suitable hiding place we 

will quite possibly have to shoot it out with him.”

“Empire?  Ambition?  Bloodshed?” the hermit 

squawked in panic, his beatific expression vanishing.  

“Defilement!”  He turned and scuttled down the corridor away 

from them as fast as his rather emaciated legs would carry him.  

With his robe hitched up and flapping in the breeze he created, 

he made a very comic picture.

David started after his retreating form.  “In a less 

enlightened age I think we would have just been doused with 

holy water.”

Picking Jeremy up again, they began threading their 

way through the overgrown foliage that abounded on this 

deck.  Former paths tended to be overgrown with vines or 

covered with leaves.  The resident hermits did not seem to put 
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a very high price on maintaining the things of this world.  At 

least it would make good cover, David remarked.

Then he stopped.  “I have an idea.  Over here!  And 

don’t disturb the leaves if you can.”

Instead of continuing down the length of the station, 

David struck off at a right angle and headed towards the side 

wall.  His eye had been caught by an old trough or planter that 

was almost completely covered in creepers.  “Here, clear this 

out,” he said, setting Jeremy down beside it.  “We’ll put him in 

here, then retreat down the corridor, engaging Iturbide’s men 

as we go.  That way he’ll be well behind their lines by the time 

they fan out to beat the grounds for us, thinking that we’re 

trying to defend him.”

“At least it buys us some time,” Peter grunted, 

shovelling away.  Fortunately the planter was filled mostly 

with dead leaves and not soil.  With the trailing vines swept 

aside, it was easy to clear a space into which Jeremy fit neatly.  

David then replaced the thick masses of creepers over the top, 

hiding him from view.  From a few steps away, it looked as 

though the area had been undisturbed for years.  As they put 

the finishing touches on the concealment, they heard Jeremy 

moan and shift very slightly.  Peter halted in the middle of 

turning to walk away.  For the first time since they left Mars, an 

expression of indecision returned to his face.

“We can’t wait by him,” David said quietly, grasping 

his arm.  “He can recover from this on his own.  I think he will 

recover much faster than either of us could once he begins to 

assert his abilities again.  But we have to give him the time to 

do it.”

Peter sighed.  “All right.  Where now?”

“Farther along the corridor, I think,” David said.  He 

moved off at an easy pace in the direction in which they had 

already been heading.  They could hear the faint sound of 

voices in the distance.  Apparently the Mexicans were 

approaching the stairs down on the lower deck.  Several dozen 
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of them, by the noise they were making.  David and Peter could 

no longer see the stairwell due to the windings of the corridor, 

but a sudden increase in the volume of sound alerted them to 

the fact that Iturbide’s men were now on the same level as 

them.

“Now for it!” David exclaimed.  He sprinted a short 

distance forward, thrashing through the brush as he did so.  

Peter followed his example.  Then they both dropped down 

into cover and unslung their pistols.  The hull of this station 

was sufficiently thick that a stray shot would not create a 

dangerous leak.  Behind them, commands were being shouted 

as the Mexicans spread out to cover all the winding, overgrown 

paths that led through the station.

A minute later the first one of these soldiers came into 

view, peering cautiously around a tree over the barrel of an 

old-fashioned but very powerful carbine.  David sighted his 

pistol carefully and touched the trigger.  The tiny bullet slashed 

through the man’s ear and just scraped his skull.  He fell 

backwards, cursing, and let off a burst of shots at random.  The 

two Marquesans immediately split apart and retreated, 

avoiding the burst of automatic fire that targeted the area 

where they had just been laying seconds before.

After that the battle turned into a typical running fight.  

Both sides tried to move as little as possible and fired at 

whatever moved in front of them.  Now and then bullets hissed 

through the branches alarmingly nearby.  David and Peter had 

the advantage, though.  They had plenty of room to retreat in 

and needed nothing more.  They continued to fire merely in 

order to keep the Mexicans moving slowly and cautiously 

while falling back before them.

“We must have come a good quarter of a mile by now,” 

Peter panted a little later.

“All praise to those of our own flesh and blood who 

built for eternity,” David responded with an ironic twist of his 

mouth.
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Then behind them there was a distant clatter.

“Oh, damn,” David said.  “He must have sent some of 

his men back underneath us to take us from behind.  Now 

they’re coming up another stairway.”

“Complications, complications.”  Peter thrust a new clip 

into his gun.  “I say we ambush them.”

“It’s as good a plan as any other.”  With that they let off 

another burst of firing ahead of them, to slow down the 

oncoming troops, and slipped back through the bushes as 

quietly as they could, avoiding the rush of return fire that 

pursued them.

And almost collided with at least half a dozen of 

Iturbide’s soldiers who were coming up the corridor in the 

opposite direction.  Without bothering to discard his pistol, 

David whipped his sabre out with his left hand, and in a single 

movement slashed one man through the arm and impaled 

another.  Peter also fired and hit one of their assailants in the 

shoulder.  After which the remaining soldiers threw themselves 

on the Marquesans, having recovered from their surprise.  

They must have had orders to take us prisoner, David thought 

grimly. Grappling with two of them, he crashed back into the 

the bushes.  Branches snapped and slashed at his face.  Arms 

and legs flailed in the semi-darkness.  Then somehow he broke 

free and went stumbling off into the overgrown plants.  Getting 

his footing back, he spun to face his foes, clutching at a second 

pistol, but they seemed to have vanished into the foliage as 

well.  A little way off he heard the sound of scuffling, but it 

didn’t quite sound like a body of men trying to subdue a 

prisoner.

“Peter?” he called out softly.

“Over here,” came the response.

David parted the brush very gingerly, his slender little 

gun leading the way.  After a moment’s confusion he plowed 

back out of the ferns again onto the path.  A little further down 
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it, Peter was brushing himself off and looking around with a 

slightly bewildered expression.  There was no one else in sight.

“Did they bolt?” David asked.

“I have no idea.  All I know is that one minute I was 

wrestling with three of them and the next I was thrown down 

and they lost their grip on me.  When I got back up they were 

gone.”

“Why would they just run off when they had the upper 

hand?  We’re clearly not that formidable that we inspire fear in 

trained soldiers.  And where are the ones we wounded?  It 

makes no sense unless they were driven off by a relief force.”

“Well then--” Peter began.

His words were cut off as suddenly the firing broke out 

again in the direction they had come from, bursting to a rapid 

crescendo, then dropping off abruptly.  Someone screamed in 

pure terror and David nearly winced before the sound was cut 

off.  Then the dully echoing corridors grew ponderously silent.

“You were saying?” David inquired at last.

Peter’s response was to holster his pistol.  “I think 

there’s not much more to be said now.”  His eyes were shining 

with moisture even in the dim lighting of the corridor.

Slowly they began walking back the way they had 

come.  There was no sense of hurry.  No one jumped from the 

bushes to shoot at them.  No rustling leaves betrayed a hidden 

foe.  And for the first time on their journey, they felt quiet.

The path widened ahead and the pavement turned to 

elaborately inlaid metalwork.  Then they found themselves in 

a large, sparsely decorated chamber which they had no doubt 

missed on their first trip up the corridor.  It lay directly against 

the external wall of the station, at a point where massive 

viewports had been set into the hull.  The infinity and finity of 

the universe were its background setting.  Ordinarily, David 

would have expected to find the hermits clustered here, 

sunning themselves in the brilliance of eternal night and 

316



imbibing wisdom from emptiness, but presumably the firing 

and gunshots had chased them all away.

Instead there were only two people in the room other 

than themselves.  One was Jeremy, standing and staring out at 

the ever-changing sweep of stars that presented themselves to 

his view as the station spun.  The other was the Prince of 

Iturbide, who had just stepped through another doorway into 

the room.

He was apparently unruffled by the disappearance of 

his men.  Seeing Jeremy, his immovable face finally showed the 

faintest traces of pleasure.  He strode out smartly across the 

inlaid floor and drew his revolver from his belt with an 

efficient flourish.  Then Jeremy turned and his eyes met the 

Mexican’s.  Iturbide froze.

He started to raise the pistol, but remembered that 

Jeremy could freeze the bullets in its chamber as if they had all 

been a single solid piece of metal.  In a snarl of anger he threw 

it away.  The sensations of powerlessness and defiance were 

still utterly new to the man who would be emperor.  He had 

never experienced them until Jeremy had forced them on him.  

His mind still was unable to comprehend what they were.  But 

the mere resistance to his will angered him.  The fact that it was 

successful resistance was not something he had ever realized 

was possible.

Then, to complete his shock and mortification, he 

realized that Jeremy was smiling peacefully at him.

“Thank you,” Jeremy said softly.

And Iturbide vanished.

Jeremy turned his glance across to his boyfriend and his 

friend.  “The hyperdrive is complete,” he said, holding out his 

hands to them.

They came across the room to his side.  “I wish you 

wouldn’t say complete, though,” David put in with his usual 

imperturbability.  “Is anything ever complete?”
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“Practical completion, then,” Jeremy chuckled.  

“Enough to remove a very stubborn man from a place he didn’t 

belong.”

“I hope you sent him back to Mexico,” Peter said.

“No, I think he wouldn’t have been welcomed there.  

His audience room in his Martian palace is far enough.  Let him 

sit beneath the window we broke for him and contemplate 

what a little creature man really is after all.  Besides, I’m 

grateful to him.”

“You jest, surely.”

“Not at all.  In working to get free of that drug, I found 

out the last few things I needed to know to make the 

hyperdrive a reality.  I had to explore farther and faster than I 

ever had before, and it was a good thing.”  He pointed out the 

viewport at the twinkling stars in the distance.  “And now we 

have all these worlds before us, partly because of and in spite 

of the petty ambitions of one man regarding one corner of a 

rather ordinary planet.”

“Will we go there then?”

“Someday.  Soon.”

That last word was echoed by a low, measured voice 

coming from somewhere behind them.  Without undue haste, 

Jeremy turned to see what it was, the others following his 

example.

Facing them was a tall man, dressed in blue with a 

cuirass of polished leather across his chest and a pistol on each 

of his hips.  His features were aristocratic, even royal, but 

showed as much mildness and reflectiveness as command.  At 

the same time he was undeniably of the same descent as the 

three Marquesans.  All four men had something in common in 

their carriage, their expressions, and their facial structure.  His 

hair, too, was wavy like theirs, though dark instead of golden.

“You one of us,” David said, as he paused before them.  

It was half a question.
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Their visitor bowed the slightest amount.  “I am the 

Warlord of Helium.”

This, then, was yet another descendant of the First 

Commander.  From the line of one of his younger sons had 

come the Warlords of Helium, the first and most powerful 

among the rulers of the planet Mars, lords on two worlds.  

Their ships had plied the empty spaces between the African 

and Martian highlands for the better part of two centuries.  The 

descendants of that son had mingled their blood with that of 

the children of the King of Kings, creating a dynasty that 

loomed large in the minds of those who remembered its 

existence, although few men did.  For the Heliumites prized the 

virtue of discretion above all others.

“The proprietor of this station.”

“For the moment.  Many years ago, I was born here.  

Every so often, though it is dead, I come back to revisit it again.  

Today I was here and saw the hyperdrive become reality.”  He 

paused.  “I am glad of it,” he said simply.

“We had hoped you would not object to our presence.”

“It would have been unjust for me to do so.  Our houses 

have long disagreed as to the proper course we should employ 

with regard to history.  Your ancestors sought merely to 

preserve what memories they could for as long a time as 

possible.  Mine sought to add to the achievements of humanity 

in a grand yet fundamentally limited way.  And in the end we 

both have come to be part of history ourselves, in the sense not 

of achievement, but of obsolescence.  We enlarged the human 

race within a narrow sphere but did nothing to expand that 

sphere.  We became traitors, in a sense, to the philosophy of 

our forefathers, since they adjured us to embrace the 

uncertainty of life, and instead we sought to create placid, 

stable societies to replace those we overthrew.”  He sighed.  

“We have all tried too hard and taken ourselves too seriously.  

And yet it seems that even our faults have come together in 

such a way as to redeem themselves.”
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The four of them looked down for a while.  Eventually 

Jeremy began to speak.

“All we are reminded of, I think, is that we know 

nothing.  We do the best that we can in our day.  Beyond that, 

how can we expect to anticipate or serve the needs of 

humanity?  To labor for the benefit of the moment is not 

foolish.  The only foolishness we show is in aspiring to 

immortality of our own creation, either as individuals or as a 

group.  We do not understand.  I have been given power and 

insight such as few men have ever possessed--perhaps more so 

than any of them--and I stand here and still do not understand.  

And that does nothing but make me more intensely curious.  

The lesson of contentment is one we have yet to learn.”

“Is it one we shall ever learn?” the Warlord asked him.

And Jeremy smiled again.  “If we were to learn that, we 

should cease to be human.”

“Then the only answer is the one we were originally 

given.  We must embrace the chaos.”

“Until we learn a better answer, yes.”

Their inadvertent host folded his hands.  “Then so be 

it.”

Jeremy placed a hand on each of his companions’ 

shoulders.  “And now we shall go forth into it.”

With that the three of them were no more.

* * * * *

The Warlord of Helium stepped through the 

intervening space between himself and the viewport, where 

moments ago living men had had a flesh-and-blood existence, 

and stared out into space.  Beneath him, the glowing mass of 

Mars swept into view as the station spun round again.

In the distance, around the stars that dazzled the 

human eye with their numbers and the sheer fact of their 

existence, there were other planets.  Some could be remade to 

320



harbor life.  Some were already able to support it.  And some 

few might already be populated with thriving civilizations of 

their own.  In time, the hyperdrive would reach them all.

Man would pass out into the farthest realms of the 

galaxy.  He would explore it.  He would plant his cultures on 

more of its worlds.  He would revel in the lavish beauties of its 

depths and the rare delights of its outskirts, the splendors of 

the many-colored suns, the vastness of the nebulae, the 

loneliness of the void, the limitlessness of life’s manifestations.  

He would learn.  He would teach.  He would experience.  He 

would enjoy.  And he would live.

His end, at the end of all of this, would be unknown.  

But what does the end matter at the beginning of a very long 

journey?
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