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                  Reasonable Grounds
                         by G. L. Parry 

One of the things Clinton Ravenscroft loved about Mars was downhill skiing in 38% gravity.  Fresh snow packed much less densely than it did on Earth; the lower weight made cutting through virgin powder more like flying.  On black-diamond runs, the moguls built up steep and high.  Like most accomplished skiers he preferred the rarefied atmosphere to be found atop the crests, absorbing each impact with his knees as he floated deftly from peak to peak.  It was possible to attack cliffs that were nearly vertical, so slowly did he fall.  The interval spent airborne became longer if he up-weighted with added force, like a modern-day guru accomplished in the mystic art of levitation.  

     The upper slopes of Olympus Mons appeared gentle from orbit, but there were titanic cliffs and gorges where the best resorts had sprung up around its circumference.  Looking south across the plains, the view was breathtaking.  The horizon’s curvature made it obvious that Mars was a sphere much smaller than Earth.  Height blurred fine details into a rumpled mosaic of forested hills and broad-acre cultivation, cut by the geometric straight lines of highways, canals, and windrows.  Sunlight glinted off streams and rivers as they wound their way toward the chill waters of the Olympic Sea, dams and reservoirs flashing ruby-red as they caught the evening light.  Fluffy clouds cast blue shadows, which oozed like spills of molasses across the landscape as the prevailing wind bore them slowly eastwards.  Behind him the bulk of the mountain soared to brush the edge of space where dead calm reigned up in the high, thin air.  

     It was time Ravenscroft called it a day.  He had been driving hard all afternoon--recapturing his reckless youth, he rationalized to himself as adrenaline surged with every caught edge or near-miss.  The muscles in his calves burned like fire as he picked his route, keeping one small part of his mind alert for the possibility of collision from the sides.  His ankles and wrists ached, too: further unwanted reminders he wasn’t getting any younger.  But cartwheeling spills were an occupational hazard.  If you didn’t take a fall now and again you weren’t testing your limits, and that was what extreme skiing was all about. 

     Gasping for breath, he reached the bottom of the descent and shot onto a broad trail which funnelled people from widely scattered runs towards the ski-tube station lower down.  Upon arrival he found the queue much shorter than expected.  Only a few die-hards were still out, pushing for one final run before the lifts closed down for the day.  As he waited in line he pushed back his sleeve and checked the time.  The temptation to go again was almost overwhelming, but enough was enough.  What if he pushed his luck and this was the run he managed to wreck his knee or break a wrist?  His well-deserved holiday was nearly over, but that wouldn’t make it any less painful.   

