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1: RECRUITING ON
MADWORLD

Dawn was breaking on Earth, and it could seldom have been more beautiful. The eastern sky worea
gorgeous stippling of sdlmon-pink and light gray clouds, the perfume of opening blossoms scented an
easterly breeze, and soft bird-song filled the air.

Dougd MacDougd stared around him and hated every bit of it.

"Comeon, comeon," he said to the short, scruffy man standing at hisside. "'l thought you said you knew
the way? Get me out of thisstink."

His nose, accustomed to the filtered air of the Ceres habitats, wrinkled in disgust. Every moment that
they stood on the surface of Earth, spores and bacteria and unknown filth made their way into his ddlicate
and unprotected lungs. His boots, which five minutes before as they stepped clear of the Link exit point
had gleamed bone-white, already bore athin layer of grime picked up from the ground—the ground, he
reminded himself, composed entirdly of dirt to an unknown depth.

"Yes, gr. Yes, ar " Kubo Hammarion did not move. It wasaflaming lie; he had never told Dougal
MacDouga that he knew the way. All he had admitted, back on Ceres, wasthat he had been to Earth a
few times himself. But that had been twenty and more years ago, and the place had seemed like
Madworld even back then. Earth had scared the life out of him, long before the quarantine of Sol had led
to the generd going-to-hdll of everything in the solar system.

On the other hand, they couldn't stand here forever. Flammarion didn't mind dirt; asaman who had
spent lonely years out on the Perimeter where persona hygiene was a matter of choice hekind of liked it.
But the natives close to the Link exit point were watching them and afew of the shadier specimenswere
garting to shuffle in their direction. Hammarion knew the sdes pitch—héed oncefdlen for it himsdf; but
Dougd MacDougd, lordly Ambassador to the Stellar Group, was unlikely to appreciate it.

"Thisway, sr." Kubo Flammarion hustled MacDougal toward along covered ramp that led below
ground. Behind them, the pitch had started. "Nippers, oughta see nippers. Hottest lineon Earth” . . .
"Need a Fropper, gentlemen? Get you one easy, real chegp” . . . "Trade crystas, highest rates and no
questionsasked" . . . "Wanna see an execution? Beheading, first-class Artefact, never know it from the
red thing" . . . "Needler lab visit, squire? Top of the line products, won't see ‘'em any place .

FHammarion tried to ignore them. With luck, Dougd MacDougd wouldn't be able to understand that
confusing babble of poorly pronounced standard solar.

"Right dong thisway, sr." Flammarion was used to being the shortest person, man or woman, in staff
mestings on Ceres. Here he was half ahead taller than most people, while Dougad MacDougd, striding
aong with hisnoseinthear and apained expresson on hisface, towered high above everyone.

The corridor widened steadily as they moved deegper underground. Flammarion scanned the people they
passed, most of whom seemed to have nothing at al to do. They were dressed in bright purples, scarlets
and pinks, in gtriking contrast to the pristine Ambassadoria white of Dougal MacDougal or the stark
black of Flammarion's Solar Security uniform. They were not what Flammarion wanted. He sought one



particular style of dress. He was beginning to wonder how much longer he could pretend that he knew
what he was doing when he caught sight of aroly-poly little man with around, smiling faceand a
patchwork jacket and trousers of green and gold, lounging against astedl support beam.

Hammarion changed direction and pushed hisway through. "Y ou're abusker, right?'

The chubby man grinned. "That | am, squire," he said, in very acceptable solar with only atouch of Earth
didect. "Earl Dexter, a your service. Youll be newcomers here, right?’

"Yes, we are. We need—"

But Dexter, automatically, had moved into his pitch. "Soit's a hearty welcometo the Big Marble, Srs.
Whatever you want, | can get. Lovejuice, tipsy pudding, Paradox, worm-diving. Y ou nameit.
Tiger-hots—"

He stopped abruptly. Douga MacDougal had reached down and placed one enormous hand on Earl
Dexter's collarbone, hisfingers curved toward the busker's throat.

"Thank you, Ambassador. That ought to help.” FHammarion stepped close to the fat man.
"Slither, Velocil, sarbane, jujy ralls," Dexter said haf-heartedly.
"None of them. We need a person.”

"Ah, aperson. Well, | can do that. Only—" The busker hesitated. "Only, like, what are you wanting to
do with the person? I got girls, sese—and boys—who'll go dong with mogt things, but if it's snakes or
snuff you're talking about—"

"We need to find a particular man. And the Ambassador here wantsto talk to him. And that's enough
for you, you don't need to know any more."

"Sure, sure. Talk to him, right?" Earl Dexter craned his neck to one side and eased himsdlf clear of
Dougd MacDougd's grip. "Do you know where thisman is?"

"We know he's on Earth. We know thisisthe closest Link exit point to where helives. | know what he
lookslike, and we have an old address, down in the Gallimaufries—ian't that what you call the basement
warrens? And we know his name.”

"Then you're homefree. If he'sin the Galimaufries and you give methe name, | canfind him."
"And bring him here?'

"Don't know about that. But | can takeyou tohim ." Dexter took another step away from Dougal
MacDougd. "Of course, aservicelikethis, it'salittle bit out of the ordinary. Won't come cheap.” He
paused, at agrowl from Douga MacDouga, and added weskly, "Extraexpenses. . ."

"I'm sorry, sir. | know it'sillegal on Ceres, but it's standard practice in these parts. Leaveittome, I'll
take care of it." Flammarion had been addressing MacDougd . Now he turned away from the
Ambassador and led Earl Dexter afew pacesfarther along the corridor. There was a muttered
conversation and then the dull glow of atrade crysta changing hands, while Dougd MacDouga
studioudy looked the other way.



"Thank you, squire." Dexter ingtantly recovered his chirpiness. "And the moniker of the party, if you
please, that you want meto find, and his address."

"Hisnameis Chan Ddton," Flammarion began. "His address—"
He paused. Earl Dexter was staring at him, pop-eyed.

"Chan Dalton? Y ou don't need to tell mehis address. And you mean that you"—he turned toward
MacDouga—"that you—your L ordship—your Worship—youwant to talk toChan Dalton ?'

"Y ou know Ddton?' MacDougd was reaching out again toward Dexter. "What about Dalton, why
shouldn't | want to talk to him?"

"No reason." Earl Dexter had skipped out of the way, and now he turned and wriggled around a group
of noisy newcomers hurrying aong the broad corridor.

"Noreason at dl," he called over his shoulder. "Chan Daton! Give me an hour to make sure heé'sthere,
then I'll be back to take you right to him." He laughed, ahigh giggling chortle of mirth as he scurried avay
through the crowd. "Y ou can talk to him aslong as you like, and good luck to you."

* * *

Kubo Flammarion didn't know what was going on; al he knew, with absolute gloom and certainty, was
that so far as the Ambassador was concerned, whatever happened next was going to be Flammarion's
fault.

There was no justice in the world. He had done exactly what he had been asked to do. He had guided
Douga MacDougd dl the way from Ceresto the correct location on Earth; he had located a busker who
knew how to find Chan Daton; they were even now on their way to meet with the man.

And the reward? MacDouga was glaring at him, for the commission of his numerous sins. What Sins?
Flammarion had no idea, except that, over twenty years ago, he had met Chan Daton. Earl Dexter,
pressed for information upon hisreturn from the Gallimaufries, might aswell have taken avow of sllence.
All hewould say was that they would be with Chan Daton soon enough, and they would then have
answersto dl their questions.

Asone smdl consolation, the Ambassador had become too preoccupied with their upcoming meeting
with Ddton to continue his endless complaints about being down on Earth; which wasjust aswell,
because Earl Dexter was | eading them through a setting which combined every conceivable dement of
noise, dirt, confusion, and strangeness.

Thefirgt part of the journey was along drop through the black depths of averticd drop-shaft. Earl
Dexter had particularly warned about it, not redlizing that to Kubo Flammarion and Dougal MacDougal
thiswould provide afew welcome seconds of comfortable free-fall.

But that was the end of comfort. They had emerged into a series of vaulted chambers of rock where
everything felt wrong. Instead of curves, following the naturd stresslines of ahabitat, every wall wasflat
asaplate and straight up-and-down. The roof, by contrast, was al random lumps and dimples, broken
at intervasby ugly, powerful, and inconstant lights that threw broken reflections onto the jumble of
cables, tents, guy ropes, and partitionsthat cluttered the floor. Above them, ramshackle multilevel
platforms hung tipsly between sted pylons, with rope ladders stretching from one to another or hanging



down to the ground benesath.

And that floor! Not metd, or plastic, but black granular soil in which blossoming plants grew
everywhere, sprouting aong zigzag wal kways while blood-red vines festooned every column. A flowery
perfumefilled theair, tainted with ahint of aless pleasant smdll.

The human population of the Gallimaufries was as tight-packed as the flowers. There were no whedled
vehicles, and everyone went on foot or was carried on swaying sedan chairswith a bearer at each
corner. On these lower levels, gaudy yellow and vermilion was favored in clothing, trimmed with sequins
and piped with gold, silver, and chartreuse. The people rivaled the flowersfor color. They aso,
Flammarion redlized, made alot more noise and they smelled less pleasant. Blame the quarantine for that,
packing them in ten to abox—except that Earth had been thisway, crowded and dirty, long before the

big Q.

Dougd MacDouga was sniffing the air and glowering around him. "'Inconceivable.” He had to shout to
be heard above the genera racket. "Twenty-three years ago, Dalton returned a hero from the Stellar
Group expedition to Travancore. He could pick anywhere in the solar system as hishome. And he
choosesto livehere "

"It'swhere he sarted,” Hammarion replied loudly. "He was born and raised in the Galimaufries.” Then
he wished that he had kept his mouth shut. Earl Dexter's behavior suggested that there was much more
mystery to Chan Dalton than his choice of residence, and Flammarion didn't want to get into that delicate
subject with the Ambassador.

Instead he went on, "Are you sure we are looking for the right man?”

Dougd MacDougd had been conspicuoudy reticent about reveding to Flammarion justwhy it was so
important to find the particular person of Chan Dalton; and as a fishing expedition for information, this
latest effort also proved afailure. The Ambassador turned to favor Flammarion with another silent glare,
then trudged on behind Earl Dexter. Kubo wheezed hisway after them with his head down. Earth'sthick
air and gravity werekillers, no wonder al the people down here were crazy. Much more of this, and he
would need one of those sedan chairs himself.

Earl Dexter halted aoruptly at a corridor that connected two chambers. "Thisisit, squire.”

"Thisiswhat ?* MacDougal, Flammarion was pleased to see, was wheezing even worse than he was.
On Earth, being big and heavy had its drawbacks.

"Thisiswherel leaveyou," Dexter said. He pointed. "Ddton's right ahead, sitting at the far end. You
don't need me any more." Helooked at Flammarion and held out hishand. "1 did my bit, like| said. So if
youwouldn't mind. . ."

"Y ou get the rest when I'm sureit's Daton, and not before.” Flammarion squinted into the dimly lit
chamber ahead. "Whereishe? | can't see abloody thing, and there's dozens of ‘em.”

"Y ou'll know him easy enough. Soon asyou get used to thelight." Dexter tried to ed away, but Dougal
MacDougal caught and held him. "L ook, | don't need to go in there. | told him you were coming, | got no
busnesswiththe Boz."

Kubo Flammarion took no notice. His eyes were adjusting, and he could see along, darkened room. A
score of men and women stood in aline that stretched to atdll, elevated dais a the far end. On the dais



was one enormous and flower-bedecked seat, and on that throne sat one man in stiff robes of dark
green. He was wearing aridiculous yelow hat perched like a beehive on top of his head.

Kubo peered, swore, and peered again. One man was walking forward to go down on one knee before
the seated figure. After afew seconds of conversation, inaudible to anyone but the two of them, herose
to hisfeet, bowed, and retreated. He walked right past Flammarion and his companions without even a
glance.

The next person in line, awoman in along dress of pale yelow, stepped forward toward the dais. Kubo
pulled alittle image cube from his pocket and stared &t it.

"Itshim!" he hissed. Half adozen heads at the back of the line turned. Flammarion stared again, to make
absolutely sure. The man in the chair was big, solid, and somehow menacing. "He's changed ahdll of a
lot, bigger and broader, and he looks funny with that hat on. But that man in the chair is Chan Ddton.”

"Excdlent." MacDougd's growl turned more heads, of everyone except the woman at the front of the
line. "Wevefound him. Now | can do my part.”

"l hope you can." Kubo flinched at the Ambassador's glare and went on, "It might not be so easy. See

that hat? He's not just Chan Ddton any more. HE's atop enforcer for the Duke of Bosny—boss-man of
this whol e shooting-match. Down here, he doesn't follow the rules. He makes them.”

* * %

It wasamiracle, at least from FHlammarion's point of view: Daton remembered him.

They had to wait until the whole line of supplicants had been attended to before they could approach
Chan Ddton. But when they did get near, even before Kubo or Ambassador MacDougal could spesk,
the man in the chair removed his hat, grinned, and said, "Why, Captain Flammarion. It'sbeen awhile."

"It's been over twenty years" Kubo recaled Chan Daton asayoung Adonis, litheand dim and
golden-haired. The man before him now was thick through the middle and had ascarred, weary face.
Had Kubo himsalf changed as much? Do you redly remember me?’

"Of course | do. Y ou were sent to see me when | was stuck on Horus, out in the Egyptian Clugter.
Typical—you were the one they used to dump dl the shit on, weren't you, when anything unpleasant had
to be done? Things have changed, | hope.”

"Well. Maybe." Kubo coughed and glanced uncertainly at Douga MacDougd. "Thisisthe human
Ambassador to the Stellar Group."

"Ohyes?' Chan offered MacDougd apolite, distant Sare.

"He has come dl the way from Ceresto tak to you."

"That right?' Chan turned back to Hammarion. "He came with you?"'
"Yes. No. | mean, | camewith him."

"Why doesit take two of you? Y ou could have told me why you're here. | would have listened to one of
you just aswell, and | know you from the old days."



"It'sniceto hear that. Very nice. But asamatter of fact . . ." Kubo wasn't sure how to say this. "Asa
matter of fact, | don'tknow why we're here."

Dougd MacDougd took over. " Captain Flammarion performed the invaluable service of locating you—"
"Not too difficult, | would have thought. I'm known through thiswhole sector.”

"—and guided me here. Mr. Dalton, | cannot overemphasize the importance of thisvisit, and what | am
about to say to you. When the other species of the Stellar Group imposed their quarantine on humans,
restricting usto travel a most one lightyear from Sol, humanity began to stifle. Instead of being ableto
look outward to new frontiers, we have been forced to turn in on ourselves. We are beginning to choke
and suffocate, to weaken our resolve, to lose our drive.”

"Y ou don't haveto tel methat. Earth hasfelt the effects more than anybody.”

"But Earth people are used to living in agtatic world, a duggish backwater where opportunities are small
and progressisminimd.”

Kubo Flammarion avoided looking at Dalton. If the Ambassador were seeking favors, he was going
about it the hard way.

MacDougal continued, "So when there is a chance, no matter how small a chance, of changing our status
and removing the quarantine, nothing in the solar system can have a higher priority. Such achance now
existsl Next week, at their request, an Assembly of the Stellar Group is planned to take place in the
Ceres Star Chamber. There will be representatives of the Tinkers of Mercantor, the Pipe-Rillas of Eta
Cassopeiae, and the Angdsof Sdlora All the known intelligent species!”

"Except for humans. Arewe being invited?!

"Weare. The Stellar Group requiresthat our representative be present, otherwise the Assembly will not
occur."

"That'syou, isn't it? Y ou are the human Ambassador to the Stellar Group.”

"I am the Ambassador. That is quite true." Douga MacDouga stood up straighter, but at the sametime
he seemed to Hammarion to have mysterioudy shrunk afew inches. "However, thiswill be an exception
to the usud rulesfor Assembly. Although | will be permitted to be present—as an observer—the Stellar
Group inggtsthat adifferent human be present asa participant. They inform us, very specificaly, that
Chan Ddton—you—haveto be that human."

"Do they indeed." Dalton sat up higher in hisraised chair and became very much atop advisor to the
Duke of Bosny: cold and thoughtful, with an unreadable ook in hiseye. "The Stdlar Group wants meto
leave the Gallimaufries and travel out to Ceres. Very interesting. But pardon me, Ambassador, if | say |
find that hard to believe. On the other hand, | can very easily believe that there are acquaintances of
mine— won't go so far asto cal them enemies—who for avariety of reasons might want me away from
Earth for awhile”

MacDouga's face reddened. "1 know nothing of such things, or such people. | am telling you only that
the members of the Stellar Group demand your presence. And they have hinted that this might have some
bearing on the present quarantine of humanity."



"Fne. Sotel methisWhy do they want me, and only me? What do they want mefor ?*

"Wdl . .." Dougd MacDougd stood woodenly to attention.

Looking up at that tal figure, Kubo Flammarion felt hisfirst moment of sympathy for the man. Therewas
agood reason why the Ambassador had not taken Flammarion into his confidence concerning the reason

for bringing Chan Dalton to Ceres.

The Ambassador didn‘tknow the reason, any more than Flammarion himsdlf did. The need for Chan
Ddton, and Chan Dalton aone, was apparently amystery to every human.

2. AN INVITATION FROM
[HE STELLAR GROUP

With the Link return to Ceres closing in an hour, Kubo FHammarion had time for only afew private
minutes with Chan Daton before he had to guide Dougd MacDouga back to the surface.

"Y ou could fight it, you know." Kubo gestured around him. "I mean, with dl thisgoing for you and the
Duketo help you, you could say no and | bet we'd never get you out of here. Why did you say yes?'

In the hours since they arrived at the Duke of Bosny's court in the depths of the Gallimaufries—that's
what it felt like, acourt, even if it wasn't called that—Kubo had been mightily impressed. The way Daton
gave orders, casudly; the way everyone nodded and scurried off to obey; the way they al cringed and
kowtowed andgroveled ; no one on Ceres, or anywhere away from Earth, had so much power and
control.

The change, he suspected, was not in the inhabitants of the Gallimaufries. It wasin Chan Ddton. Kubo
remembered Chan as an innocent and compliant youth. Now he was a cool, caculating adult, whose
battered face said he had seen everything and did only what he wanted to.

"I don't know why you agreed,” Kubo went on, when Chan stared a him silently. "I mean, thediens. .

"Y ou don't like them, do you?'

"Forget the 'like bit. They give methe willies. Especialy the Angels. | mean, they'renot just diens.
They're not evenanimals . Why did you agree to meet with ‘'em?”

Daton, Flammarion was pleased to see, did not go into the old "1 do it for the good of humanity"
speech. He had an odd little frown on his scarred face, of mixed puzzlement and annoyance.

"Fair question, Captain,” he said. "I don't think | have achoice, but that's not an acceptable answer. Or |
could say it'scuriogity, and it's certainly partly that. Thiswill bethefirst Stellar Group Assembly with full
human participation since the quarantine. It must mean the diens want something from us. But what? Will
they really end the quarantine if we help them? I'm as keen asthe next person to find the answer. If I'm



honest, though, there's abigger and aworse reason: vanity. The dliensdon't just want to meet with
humans. They want to meet withme , Chan Ddlton. | used to be nothing. How can aman resist that?"

Flammarion shivered. "I'll tell you one man who'd have no trouble resisting. Those cregpy Angels, and
the Tinkers aren't much better, crawling al over everything." He turned his head. Dougd MacDouga was
cdling from outside the chamber. "Got to go.”

"Expect me tomorrow, Captain. | need tonight to wrap afew things up down here.”

"Good luck. | don't expect I'll see you again before the Assembly."

* * %

When the Assembly convened in the Ceres Star Chamber, Kubo Flammarion wanted to be as far awvay
aspossible. A quick Link to the Dry Tortugas, maybe, out at the remote edge of the solar system and as
distant from Sol as humans were dlowed to go under the quaranting; that felt just about right.

So why, two days later, was he gitting here on Ceres, hidden away where he could see and hear
whatever happened during the Stellar Group Assembly? Why had he cgjoled and coaxed Milly, who
handled the monitors that recorded for posterity every element of the meeting, into letting him st next to
her in the control booth?

Chan Daton had put hisfinger on it: the same reason the monkey put his hand in the jar, the same reason
the cat sniffed the high-voltage wire. It was curiosity, stupid curiosity. Whatdid the alienswant? But now,
with the Assembly just minutes away, Flammarion decided that he didn't much care. He could fed his
ingdes curdling within him—even though he was ahundred meters from the Star Chamber, even though
the diens themsel ves would be no more than three-dimensiond images, linked in from their homeworlds

lightyears away.
"Milly," hewhispered. "l don't fedd sogood. . "

Milly Grant turned to give him the glare of awoman handling an important task. "I told you, if you want
to bein here you have to keep quiet.” She gestured to the blank monitors. "I've got work to do."

"I'm sorry. | was just wondering how long we have before it starts. | was thinking maybe I might go to
the bathroom and—"

"It's sarting now, you wasted imbecile. Areyou blind aswell asignorant? Use your eyes”

And now he could seeit. The monitors provided a clear view of one hemisphere of the Star Chamber's
centra atrium. The front of the room was empty, except for Chan Daton dumped black-clad and
scowling in an easy chair. Dougal MacDougd sat far off to the rear, on the observers bench. Now three
ova paternsof light wereflickering into existence close to Ddton. Thelights gradudly solidified to
become three-dimensiona images of the Stellar Group Ambassadors.

Onthefar left hung ashrouded, pulsng mass of dark purple. Asthe image steadied, the shape became
the swvarming aggregate of a Tinker Compodte, imaging in from Mercantor in the Fomahaut system. The
Tinkers had clustered to form asymmetrica ovoid with appendages of roughly human proportions. Next
to the Tinker Composite, still showing the margin of rainbow fringes that marked sgnd transents,
hovered the lanky tubular assembly of a Pipe-Rilla. It waslinking in from its home planet around Eta
Cassopelae, amere eighteen lightyears away. And far off to the right, beyond avacant spot in the
Assembly (but fifty-pluslightyears away in real space, hafway across the domain of the Stellar Group)



loomed the dark green bulk of an Angel.

That was the one that made Flammarion shiver in his boots and wish he was somewhere e e, asit
acknowledged its arrival with awave of the blue-green fronds at itstop end. An Angel wasn't an animd,
it wasn't avegetable; it wasn'tanything that Flammarion could relate to. It was some weird symbiotic
life-form, discovered a century and ahalf earlier when the expanding wave-front of human exploration
reached the star Capellaand the planets around it. The visible part of the Angel wasthe Chassel-Rose,
dow-moving, mindless, and wholly vegetable. Shielded within the bulbous central section lived the
sentient crystaline Singer, relying upon the Chassd-Rose for habitat, movement, and communication with
the externd world. The Angdls, depending on the Situation, were either very stupid or super-smart in
ways that humans could hardly comprehend.

MATTIN LINK NETWORK COMPLETE, said the voice of the computer at Milly Grant'sside. THE
CONFERENCE MAY NOW PROCEED.

"Present,” the Fipe-Rillasaid. It was afourteen-foot nightmare rearing high on itsstick-thin legs. The
forelimbs clutched the tubular trunk, and the long antennas were waving.

"Present.” The whistling voice of the Tinker Composite appeared from deep within it, accompanied by a
flutter of purple wings of its thumb-sized components.

"Present,” said Chan Daton. "Ambassador MacDougd isaso in the Star Chamber with me.”

"Asan observer," the Angel added firmly, "not as a participant. There can be only one participant from
each member of the Stellar Group. Isthat understood?Too many cooks spoil the broth .

Flammarion grunted and said to Milly, "Still at it' Don't youhate it when they do that?"

The Angdls had an annoying habit of using human cliches and proverbs at every opportunity. No one
was sureif it was the symbiotes sense of humor, or some perverse notion of species politeness.

In any case, Chan Dalton was used to it. He nodded. "We understand. | will be the only human
participant.”

"Then dl are present,” the Angd said. "We can proceed.”

There was asilence, long enough for Hammarion to wonder if Milly had lost sound from the monitors.
Findly the Pipe-Rillawrithed itslimbs, produced a preliminary buzzing sound, and said, " Twenty of your
years ago, the members of the Stellar Group were obliged to take an action that we much regretted.
Humans, aknown intelligent species, were denied accessto al Link entry points except those close to
your own sun. This quarantine was not imposed lightly, or for no good reason. It was done following
more than thirty incidents in which ships with human crews undertook acts of piracy and aggresson. Acts
of trickery. Of treachery. Ofviolence ."

Onthefina word, the voice of the Pipe-Rillarosein pitch, while surface components rose from the
Tinker Composite and flew in an agitated fashion around it.

The Pipe-Rillas narrow thorax leaned forward. " Chan Dalton, we do not accuse you, persondly, of
such things. Y our actions when you worked with our colleagues, so long ago on Travancore, showed
you to be asimple, honorable being.”



Flammarion glanced a Milly. "Twenty years ago, maybe. Look at him now."

Chan was nodding at the Pipe-Rilla. His weary and battered face wore an expression of cynical
amusement. "Nice of you to say kind thingslike that."

The Pipe-Rillawent on, "However, a species must take responsibility for the actions of all of its
members. When humans showed no inclination to deal with the problem, we—Pipe-Rillas, Tinkers, and
Angels—were obliged to act for you. We closed the interstellar Link system to human access.”

"Y eah. We noticed."

Sarcasm was ot on the Pipe-Rilla. She continued, "Of course, the Link closure was never intended to
be permanent. We would continue to observe, and look for beneficial change in human behavior.”

"And you've seen it?' Chan's face now showed genuine surprise.

"Regrettably, no. Such amodification has not, so far, occurred. However, anew factor has recently
entered the picture. It could lead to the end of the quarantine. What do you know about the region of
gpace known as the Geyser Swirl 7'

"Not athing. Never heard of it."
Dougad MacDouga sat upright on the observers bench. "If | may say—"
"Y ou may not." The Angd's deep voice cut him off. "Remain slent, or leave.”

The Pipe-Rillawent on, uncertainly, "The Geyser Swirl isan ultradense gas cloud and associated
embedded starsthat lie on the Perimeter of the Angel section of the Stellar Group. Until recently, it was
believed to be uninhabitable, unremarkable, and of no specid interest. However, one year ago we
discovered evidence of aLink entry point within the Swirl. Thiswas surprising, and most puzzling. The
Link iscertainly not of our creation, nor isit under our control. Neither isit aLink of natura origin, which
would have been discovered during thefirst survey of the Swirl.

"Our curiogty at such an anomaly was aroused. It has been our experience that the most valuable
discoveries are often associated with the strangest events. We dispatched an exploration team of Tinkers
and aPipe-Rillato the Swirl using the new Link, and we had no thought of danger. Why should we, since
Link access has always been perfectly safe? When the team failed to return on schedule, we thought
there had perhaps been an equipment failure. We sent asecond team, thistime with an Angel as captain
and crew.”

"And it didn't come back?" Chan Ddton had lost hisdouch.
"That is correct. How did you know that? It did not return. Neither expedition hasreturned. A single
equipment failureisunlikely but possible. Two such, inimmediate succession, represent avanishingly

smdl p-probability.” The Pipe-Rillawas beginning to sammer. "B-but what other options are there?”"

"Something—or somebody—in the Geyser Swirl doesn't like company. They're knocking off your
expeditions asfast asthey arrive.”

"That isour f-fear. B-but how do we d-determineif that is true?"



"Easy enough. Y ou send athird team. If it doesn't come back, you'll know for sure.”

"Regarding athird team—" began Douga MacDouga, but he was drowned out by the Pipe-Rilla,
screaming areply.

"Y-yes. A third t-team. But that would m-mean s-s-sending s-s-s-someone t-to amost s-s-s-sure
d-d-d-d-d." The Pipe-Rillas speech degenerated into a series of sputtering noises. The Tinker
Composite broke into amyriad small components that darted frantically around the imaging volume.

"It isdifficult to gpesk of such things" the Angd said dowly. "Impossiblefor aPipe-Rillaor aTinker,
and possiblefor me only because | am ablefor brief periods to operate in human smulation mode. Y ou
know the prime rule of the Stellar Group: Intelligent life must be preserved. It cannot be
destroyed—ever . But we suspect that it is being destroyed in the Geyser Swirl. The Swirl isdangerous

"Soundslikeit. But you won't be sure of that unless somebody goes there again and takes alook."

"Yesindeed.It is a capital mistake to theorize before one has data . Thereforelet me, quickly,
attempt to say the rest of this. We concur with your suggestion. We should send athird expedition, to
learn the fate of thefirgt two and if possible rescue them. But that might mean our sending intelligent life,
knowingly, to its degth in the Geyser Swirl."

"Can't be helped. That'swhat you haveto do."
"But, Chan Ddton, that is what we areunable to do."
"Then you got problems.”

"Problemsindeed. And, aswe seeit, only one possible solution. Humans. Y ou do not have the same
attitude toward the preservation of life—even of your own lives—as other Stellar Group members. An
expedition to the Geyser Swirl, headed by a human whom we aready know and trust, ahuman who is
willing to do whatever is necessary to learn the fate of the earlier teams, and if possible bring them home..

The Tinker Composite had vanished from the Star Chamber. Its components, mindless asindividualss,
had dispersed and flown out of theimaging volume. The Pipe-Rillawas till present, but it had bent
forward and curled its body until the narrow head was dmost on the floor.

"Let'sseeif | havethisright." Chan Ddton stood up. ™Y ou want meto leave the nice, cushy job | have
back on Earth and fly ateam out to the Geyser Swirl in the ass end of the known universe, where
chancesare I'll get knocked on the head the second | come out of the Link exit. I'm supposed to bring
the other two teams back, dead or dive. Suppose | say yes—and I'm not saying that | will. What'sin it
for me?'

"If you undertake this task, we, the members of the Stellar Group, are ready to lift the quarantine on
humans. Naturaly, it will befor atria period, while we again evauate human behavior. But thistimewe
will recognize, aswe are recognizing now, that certain tasks cannot be performed without the assistance
of humans”

"Very nice—for humans. Y ou haven't said what'sin it forme , but welll worry about that later. So | go
off to the Swirl, and when I'm there things get kind of nasty. | haveto kill off afew diensbeforethere's



any chance of coming home. Areyou saying that will bedl right?"

"No!" The blue-green fronds on the Angdl's upper body were thrashing in agitation, while the recumbent
Pipe-Rillain the next imaging volume uttered a continuous spluttering moan. "Y ou refer to the killing of
other intelligent beingd! Of courseitisnot dl right! It isabsolutely forbidden. Violence is never the only
solution . Therulesof conduct of civilized beings must not be violated.”

The Angdl turned dowly, fromright to left. "It gppearsthat the other representatives are no longer able
to participate in this meeting. What isyour decison?'

"No decison. | haveto think about it."

"Then think about it well, Chan Daton, and with al possible speed. We will return, one of your days
from now, to learn your answer."

The Angd became a prismatic blur of colors. The Link was closing.

And that was probably just aswell. Chan Dalton happened to be looking right a the monitor as he
moved toward the front of the chamber, and his muttered words came through clearly to Flammarion and
Milly Grant.

"Crazy. What do they think | am, somekind of human sacrifice putting my butt on the line for nothing?
I'm out of here."

But he could not leave. Dougd MacDougd stood right in his path. "Ah, Chan Daton." MacDouga took
him by the arm, then released him when he saw Chan'sglare. "That was most interesting, and most
promising. They areready to end the quarantine!™

"| agreed to nothing."

"Ah, but I know you will make the right decison—for the good of humanity. However, there are one or
two pointsthat we urgently need to discuss before the Stellar Group returns tomorrow.”

The Ambassador had a most odd expression on hisface. FHammarion would have said it was
embarrassment, had he been able to think of any reason for such alook. He said urgently to Milly, "Don't
turn off the monitor!"

"Of course | won't." She sniffed. "And don't you try to teach me my business, Flammarion. I've been

doing thisfor years, and | know how to read MacDouga. When he getsthat pie-faced look something
peculiar ison the way. Sit tight, keep quiet, and maybe you'll learn something.”

* * %

"Something to eat? Something to drink?"
The Ambassador was over by the Star Chamber's service machine, fiddling nervously with the controls.

"Nothing." Chan sat with arms folded and knees together. " Cut the crap, MacDouga. Y ou knew, didn't
you?"

"About the ending of the quarantine? | swear, it was atota surprise—"



"About the Geyser Swirl. I'd never heard of the place, but you had. | could see your facein thelittle
monitor on my seat, and when they said that their expeditions hadn't come back, you nodded.”

"1 knew about their expeditions, but that wasn't what had me worried. It was whatever | knew."
MacDouga moved to st across from Chan. He had agigantic drink in hisleft hand and placed another
just as big on the table next to him. "Cheers." He raised the glass he was holding and took along draft.
"God, | needed that. | had no idea they were going to talk about the Swirl, and when they did | was
more afraid of what they mightknow than what they might tell us. Look, Dalton, you've not been off Earth
for along time. Y ou know they closed dl the remote Links so we can't usethem?”

"Of course | do. If it weren't for that | wouldn't be down on Earth. 1'd be out where the action
is—whereit used to be, near the Perimeter."

"Then you should have someidea how frustrating it has been for me; Ambassador to the Stellar Group,
and | can't evenvisit another star or a planet outside the solar system. It's been twenty years. We keep
on testing, living in hopes that we might find aLink open. Nothing. The Stellar Group has some sort of
generd Link inhibitor that closes down everything for human ships. Or it did. About seven months ago,
we picked up asigna from anew Link. Y ou can guesswhere."

"Inthe Geyser Swirl."

"Right. The Swirl isat the edge of Angdl territory, and we knew next to nothing about it. Asthe Angdl
sad, it just seemslike an uninteresting clot of dust, afew lightyears across, with no Sol-type stars. Why
put aLink there? The answer was, nobody did. So humans never felt areason to go there when we had
Link access. When we picked up the signs of anew Link, we thought the Angels must have opened it.
Wedid our usua tests, expecting the usud "denied access' message. But we didn't get that. Thereturn
ggnd said the Link was open to our ships.”

"So why didn't you go there?'

"That'swhat I'm trying to tell you. We did! We sent theMood Indigo , asmall exploration vessel with a
crew of three, through an outward Link near the V ulcan Nexus with destination the Geyser Swirl Link."

"And it never came back."

"Exactly. Of course, it could not be anofficial expedition. We hired ahighly competent and experienced
private team, whose members redized that we would deny any connection if the Stellar Group ever
found out what had happened and started asking questions. But that meant we couldn't ask the Stellar
Group for help if theMood Indigo got into trouble. The ship islong overdue, and we assume that
everyone on board is dead. So you see, there have actudly beenthree test cases, the way that you
wanted. And it'sworse than you think. If theMood Indigo had problems, it was equipped with a
recorder that should have fired back through the Link automaticaly. Even if the rest of the ship were
destroyed, the recorder ought to come home. It didn't. That means the ship must be adead and derdlict
hulk, totally shattered. Somebody in the Geyser Swirl is catching Stellar Group ships and disintegrating
them before they can return through the Link."

"Marvelous. And you think I'm keen to charge off to the Swirl, after hearing al that? One of usis crazy."
"Y ou've had experience in other stdlar systems. We would give you the toughest ship and the best crew

that you could ask for. And it's obvious that thistime the other Stellar Group memberswill do everything
they canto help.”



"Everything, except let us defend oursavesif some crazy dien comes screaming intokill us. Then |
guesswe just lie down and roll over. Ambassador, it isn't just no. It'sno way . Unless certain other
conditionsare met."

"Therésmore." MacDougal gestured to the other glass. "Here. Drink that. Y ou're going to need it."

"Why?What dse didn't you bother to tell me before the Star Chamber meeting?’

"Not athing. | told you everything | knew then. But now that the meeting isover, I'll tell you one other
thing." Dougal MacDougd leaned closer to Chan. "I'm an Ambassador. With only the two of ushere, I'm
willing to say I'mjust an Ambassador. Lots of robes and uniforms and ceremonies, but I'm not one of the
real power brokersin the solar system. Now, the Stellar Group is offering toend the quarantine . To
open up the universe. Do you have any ideahow much that meansto groups like Unimine, or Foodlines,
or Infotech?'

"l can guess."

"l don't think you can. The Stellar Group can't stand violence, but some of the corporate boys seem to
thrive onit. Y ou telthem you won't cooperate to end the quarantine. Y ou tell them you want to go back
to Earth. You'll go back to Earth dl right—without a Link, and without arocket. Y ou'll do a solo reentry
with or without a space suit and return home as a puff of dust.”

Chan reached out and picked up the glass from the table. He drank long and deep, then said, "Now
you're giving methe sort of logic | understand. | agreeto go, or they skin medive."

"If they'refeding in akind mood. Y ou're going, then?'
"] till need to think about it."
"Then you're not as smart as | thought you were."

"Or I'm smarter. Theré's something ese. Y ou sat in the meeting. Let metell you somethingyou didnt
notice.”

"| watched everything."

"But you didn't catch this, or you'd have said something abouit it already. Y ou tell methe other Stellar
Group memberswill do everything they can to help. But I'm not sure of that. They sent two expeditions
to the Geyser Swirl, right?”’

"That'swhat they told us"

"And | fed surethey weretdling the truth. But why? Whytwo expeditions?'

"Obvioudy, because the first one didn't come back.”

"That's obvious to you, and obvious to me. But you know the Pipe-Rillas and the Tinkers and the

Angels. They're not risk takers. It must have been hard work persuadingone team of theirsto head into
unknown territory like the Geyser Swirl. And then they persuaded a second oneto go?'



"Apparently they did. They do not lie.”

"Think about that second ship. The Stellar Group members are born cowards. They wouldn't go for the
love of exploration, or for scientific curiosity.” Chan shook his head. "For that, they'd send unmanned
probes. | don't have proof of this, but I'll tell you what | think. | think that the Stellar Group believes
something enormoudy val uable may be hidden in the Geyser Swirl. So vauable, they werewilling to send
one expedition, and then another when that one didn't come back. Think of it, awhole new Link—think
where it might take you, think what you might find there." Chan raised hisglassand emptied it in onelong
swalow. "How keen are they to learn what happened in the Geyser Swirl ?1 don't know. But well get
some idea—when we hear their reponse to my own conditions before I'll say yes."

3. ABOARD THE MOOD
INDIGO

The Terran exploration shipMood Indigo was not the dead, derelict hulk described by Dougal
MacDougal. It carried acrew of three: owner and captain Friday Indigo, chief engineer and astrogator
Bony Rombelle, and generd factotum Liddy Morse.

They were certainly alive; but what they were, more than anything, was confused. They had entered a
Link near the Vulcan Nexus, so closeto Sl that the sun's flaming surface filled more than thirty degrees
of the sky. Their destination was set asthe Geyser Swirl. They expected to emergein open space, a a
location about as close to astar, planet or dust cloud as their departure Link was closeto Sol. What
should not happen—what the Link system should notpermit to happen—was an arrival at a place where
something was dready there. The Link navigator would detect the presence of matter, and abort the

trander.
So much for theory.

Bony Rombelle stared out of the port at an expanse of cloudy green that faded off into the distance
without discernible features. According to hisinstruments, the ship wasin awesk gravity field and gently
descending.

"Rombelle!" That was Friday Indigo's harsh voice, crackling through from the cabin. "I show us clear of
the Link exit. Report our location and gatus.”

Obvioudy, the captain was focused on the controls and not looking outside.

"All interna ship readings are normal, Sir." Bony peered again through the port, looking downward.
"However, Sir, we appear to be under water.”

"What! Liddy, keep an eye on thingsin here." Friday Indigo popped out of the interior cabin. Hewas
mousy-looking and short, something he tried to hide with exatic, expensive clothes and eevator hedls. He
stared at the port with bulging eyes, beneath eyebrows that ran straight across with no break. "My God.
How did we get here?'



"l have no idea. But we're descending, and | can't see the bottom.” Bony glanced at hisdias. "No
problem so far, the hull can stand four or five atmospheres. Were not a submarine, though. If we sink
toodeep. . ."

"Well beflattened. How about the drive?"

It sounded logica, but it made Bony shudder. His supposed training in science and engineering was
mostly hisown invention, but he knew he was smart and he did have afed for what you could and could
not do. Flying a spaceship underwater was definitely in the latter category.

"Not the fuson drive, S, that'sright out. | could probably fix the auxiliary ion thrustersto work in
water—if it is water—but not without going outside to make afew changes.”

"Then go outside. | assume you can?"

"Go outsde, yes. And the suitswill work there, no problem. It's coming back in that's the hard part. The
airlock would befull of water, and we'd need to raise the air pressure high enough to force the water
out." Bony thought about it. "I believe we can do that, given time. But we don't havetime. If we keep
going down &t the rate we are, we have only afew more minutes before the hull collapses.”

Friday glared accusingly at Bony, asthough the whole problem was the fault of hisengineer. "Then hold
tight. I'm going to start the drive, and the hell withiit."

He headed for the control cabin, leaving Bony with afamiliar sensation.Out of the frying pan, into
the—what? Bony had signed on with Friday and theMood Indigo near the solar hotspot known asthe
Vulcan Nexus. He had done that to escape a difficult Situation back in the solar system. Now he was
facing aworse one.

He stared warily at the cloudy green beyond the port. What happened if you tried to light afusion torch
under water? Bony's knowledge of nuclear physics was sketchy, but surely there was a good chance that
you would initiate afusion reaction within the water itself, annihilating everything in one giant explosion.
Was it water out there? That seemed logical, but the Geyser Swirl was avery strange place and they
didn't have proof. Given afew minutes, Bony could take a sample from outside, make afew tests, and
provethat it was water. But he did not have afew minutes.

Loud cursang came from theinner cabin. "Rombelle! Get your fat assin hereright now. Thefusion drive
doesn't work!"

Thank God. Drowning, maybe, but no instant incineration. Bony stood up to walk the few steps through
to the control cabin. Then he paused. Looking down, he could see that outside the port there was no
longer afeatureless cloud. Below the ship was aforest of spears, their points stretching upward. The
Mood Indigo was dropping straight down onto them.

"Hold tight! Were going to hit bottom." Bony followed his own advice and grabbed for the back of a
Sedt, but thewarning was alittle too late. Amidst acrystaline tinkling sound like fairy bells—it came from
right outside and undernegath the ship—they smacked into the seabed.

Bony held his breath and waited. Thismight beit , the end of everything. A space pinnace like theMood
Indigo was designed to withstand certain stresses encountered during travel in space. It was not intended
to bear the forces that came from contact with an array of sharp, up-pointed spears, at some unknown
depth in some unknown ocean.



The hull flexed and groaned like an old man in pain. The cabin floor trembled and tilted. The port next to
Bony, normaly flat, bowed in alittle under the pressure. And, from the control cabin, the voice of Friday
Indigo came again. "Rombelle! Y ou fat-assidiot, what are you playing at out there? I've lost sensor
readouts. Get in herel"

Busnessasusud. If Friday wasyelling, they must till bedive.

Bony took the few steps through to the inner cabin. He couldn't say he hadn't been warned.Never get
involved in a venture with a man who inherited his money and didn't earn any himself. He'll
assume he's smarter than you are, just because he'srich and you're not, and he'll expect you to
bow down to his greatness because for all hislife people have. Bony had known Indigo for lessthan
aweek, but the man fitted the rich-man modd to perfection. Friday Indigo; descendant of one of the
origind heirsto the Y ang diamond; only son of aKuiper Belt developer who was killed by a Persephone
tunnd cave-in; sdf-proclaimed entrepreneur, space expert, and daring explorer.

And a bombastic, domineering little turd who never did a day's work in his life and blames other
people for everything that ever goes wrong. Liddy, how can you share a bed with him?

Bony muttered that under his breath; then he popped his head into the control cabin. "Y es, Captain?'
Friday Indigo waved his hand at the display. "What have you done to those sensors?”

Bony glanced at the screen. "The ones you are pointing to are located at the rear of the ship. We came
down tail-first, so | assume they were crushed when we hit the bottom of the sea.”

"Well, do whatever needs doing to get them working again. | can't fly thisship whenit'sblind.”

Or when you can see. You brought us here, wherever hereis. "Yes, gr. It may takeawhile. Firg, |
need to learn what the environment outside the ship islike”

"What are you talking about, what it'slike . Y ou can seeit, can't you?"

"l need to know how deep we are. What the external pressure is. What the seabed is made of. If it's
water out there, or something ese”

"Of courseit'swater. What else could it be? Don't waste time on pointless tests. And you, my girl."
Friday rounded on Liddy Morse. "Go with him, try to be useful for achange. Expand your repertoire, do
something different from the usud.”

He patted her rump in a proprietary way. Liddy gave Friday Indigo alook which to Bony's outraged eye
combined equd parts of resignation and discomfort, but she followed Bony down a short ladder toward
the rear part of the ship.

"And whileyou'reat it," Friday caled after them, "find out wherewe are.”

That's right, Bony thought. Save the hardest question for last.

He moved downward carefully, measuring the pressure on hisfoot at each step. At the bottom he
turned. "Try and estimate as you put your feet down, Liddy. How much would you say you weigh?'



He watched her descent and cursed his own cravingsfor food. Liddy was so dim and graceful, she
made him fed asfat and clumsy as an ephant. She stepped easily dl the way down and paused at the
bottom for amoment to think.

"A lot lessthan on Earth. | wasonly on Marsonce, but | think | weigh lessthan there, too. Maybe half
of that—about the same as on the Moon or Ganymede.”

"That's my guess, too. About one-sixth of Earth gravity."
"Doesthat tdl you anything?'

"Nothing useful." He grinned at her, and was delighted when Liddy smiled back. She was a different
person when she was not around Friday Indigo. He wondered, not for the first time, how adelicate and
sengitive young woman like her came to be on board a dangerous expedition to nowhere.

And, thinking of nowhere. . . "l have no ideawhere we are, but the low gravity may be the reason we
arealive. Water pressure at depth isalot less here, so the ship's hull can stand the force. Let's see what
esewecan find out.”

Time to show off in front of Liddy. And it wouldn't be easy. Everything about theMood Indigo , insde
and out, had been designed for a vacuum environment. Bony had to make things work on the ocean bed.

He went to the tailmaost port on the ship and took another look outside. The array of spears had
shattered under theimpact and lay in pieces beyond the hull. Visua ingpection suggested fragile,
crystdline structures. Just aswell, or the hull of theMood Indigo might have been damaged by them.

If the liquid outside was water, they couldn't be too deep. Bony could make out no shadows, but he had
adefiniteimpression that he was seeing by light that streamed in from above.

Wasit sunlight from someloca sar in the Geyser Swirl, diffusing down through the liquid and dowly
being scattered and absorbed as it came to greater depths? Probably. But Friday Indigo would say,
rightly, that guesswork was not proof. They needed to find away to get outsde and float up to the
surface. But before that, they must have samples. Suppose it was acid out there, acid that was even now
egting itsway through the ship'shull?

Bringing asampleinto theMood Indigo was much easier than taking aperson out of it. Theliquid,
whatever it was, would havefilled thelittle cylinders of the fusion drive normally exposed to open space.
He could isolate one of those and retract it without leaving the ship.

"Keep well back, Liddy. Thismay splash. | expect that it's water, but I'm not sure.”

It was another test of asort. When he opened one end of the cylinder's chamber to dlow it to comeinto
the ship, it would be forced in by whatever pressure existed at the other end. Bony placed hisleft pamin
the way, preparing himsdf for the idea that the cylinder could possibly shoot out hard enough to break
the bones of hishand.

Bony opened the vave. The cylinder, itsflat end about two inches across, shot backward and smacked
into hisopen pam. It didn't hurt. The pressure outside couldn't be much more than a standard
atmosphere. That corresponded to athirty-foot column of water, back on Earth; which meant that the
liquid outsde, assuming itwas water under asixth of agravity, couldn't be more than ahundred and
eighty feet degp. Oncein suits and outside the ship, they could easly float up to the surface.



In spite of hiswarning, Liddy had stood too close. Asthe cylinder came backward, liquid splashed out
of it onto her hand.

"Don't touch it!" Bony cried, but hewastoo late. Liddy had aready bent her head and touched her
tongue to the wet spot. Now she was standing absolutely still. Bony added, "Don't drink any,” but she
gmileda him.

"It'sdl right. | might aswell be useful for something, even if Captain Indigo doesn't believel can be.”
Shelicked her lips and frowned in concentration. "It's water. Not pure water, though. It tastes alittle bit
srange and salty. And it'sfizzy on my tongue.”

If she could risk it, so could he. Bony raised the cylinder and licked afew drops from the end. AsLiddy
had said, it was saty, but less salty than water from Earth's oceans. Y ou could drink thisif you had to.
And it was carbonated, though the touch on his tongue was not quite the same as the carbon dioxide
normaly used in making fizzy weter.

He poured more of theliquid from the cylinder into atriangular beaker and held it up to thelight. It was
quite clear; dthough of course, that didn't mean for amoment that the sample was free of
microorganisms. Possibly he and Liddy had aready dlowed lethd adien bacteriainto their bodies. The
chances, though, were very much againgt it. Experience dl through the Stellar Group showed that dien
organismswere justtoo aien to find a human body an acceptable host.

Bony went across to the miscellaneous equipment cabinet and rummaged around inside. After acouple
of minutes he found what he was looking for and pulled out a graduated measuring cylinder and aspring
balance.

"What arethosefor?' Liddy said at |ast.

Bony smiled. He had been waiting for her to ask. "Tasting and guessing isn't the best way to do scientific
testing. Wethink it'swater—in fact, I'm amost sure it's water—but we have to do ared test. Thistube
holdsfifty milliliters” He held up the measuring cylinder. "So first | weigh it on the spring balance. Then if
| filled it with water and weighed it again, back on Earth that would weigh fifty grams more on the spring
baance

"But we're not on Earth.”

"l know. So we don't know how much fifty milliliters of water weighs here. But we don't need to know
that, to test that it'swater. First, we weigh the empty measurer.” He hung it on the spring balance and
held it up to Liddy. "Y ou note where the pointer is. Now we take some regular water, water that we
brought with us." Bony went acrossto asmal faucet set into the sdewall and filled the measuring
cylinder to thefifty-milliliter mark. He hung it on the spring balance and pointed to the new leved of the
pointer. " See, now we know how much ordinary water weighs here.”

Helooked for a place to pour the measure of water that he was holding, and after amoment tilted it up
and drank it.

"All that's |eft to do,” he went on, "is pour some of the water we collected from outside, and fill the
measurer to the samelevel." Bony did that carefully, his eye on the marks on the side of the measuring
cylinder. "And now, you see, because the balance is welghed down to the same place asit was with the
water we brought with us, we know that . . ." Hisvoice faded away.



"Butitisn't at the same place on the balance," Liddy said. She gazed at him with dark, wide-open eyes.
"It's pulled down quite abit farther. That meansit weighs more, doesn't it?"

"It weighsmore." Bony was staring in dishelief at the balance. "Nearly fifteen percent more. It'salot
denser than water. Andthat means. . ." Bony went across to an access cover for the main drive and
flopped down onto it. So much for his big show-off demonstration, the one that was supposed to impress
Liddy Morse.

"Meanswhat?' asked Liddy.

"It meansit's not water. | don't know what the hell that stuff is out there." Bony waved his hand toward
the expanse of slent green beyond the port. "But | know what it isn't. And it isn't water."

4. GENERAL KORIN

The office suite of Dougal MacDouga was appropriate in size and splendor for someone with the
exdted title of Solar High Ambassador to the Stellar Group. Lying within ahuge and perfect
dodecahedron, two hundred meters on aside, the suite sat deep beneath the surface of Ceres. Inan
architect's conceit, the other four Platonic regular solids were nested within it at aconsderablelossin
useful living space. A crysta tetrahedron formed the very center. By an ornate desk in that tetrahedron
sat Chan Daton. Awaiting MacDougd's return, he had been drinking steadily and popping fizz dugs.
Now hefelt wasted and was asking himself why he had doneiit.

The prospect of danger in the Geyser Swirl was not the problem. Danger was nothing new. Anyone who
reached a position of power in the Gallimaufries faced danger every day. Chan had received—and
given—his share of sudden and violent attacks. Hisfacia scars spoke more of blood and guts than
thrown flord bouquets.

Treachery was not the problem, either. Y ou expected to be stabbed in the back, figuratively and literaly,
by everyone who wanted to get close to the Duke of Bosny. That wasfair enough. Hadn't you done the
samething yoursdlf?

Lieswere not the problem. Of course you were lied to; you expected it and you discounted what you
weretold, no matter the source. Even when people were not trying to lie, their output was usualy wrong
because some rat-head had given it to them wrong. Over the years you had met afew men and women
you could rely on, but no more than you could count on the fingers of one hand. Trying to reach them
over the past few days, you learned—not surprisingly—that they were scattered dl over. Quality was
like athin veneer on the unfinished rough-cut of the extended solar system.

Even uncertainty was not the problem. Y ou didn't know where you would land when you passed
through the Link Network to the Geyser Swirl, or what you would find there. But what €l se was new?
The only certaintiesin life were unpleasant ones. Tomorrow was uncertain unless you were sentenced to
dietonight. And even that was uncertain. Y ou might be reprieved. Y ou might escape. There might bea
war or an earthquake.

Chan helped himsdf to one morefizz dug.



No. The problem today was not danger, treachery, lies, or uncertainty. Perhapsit wasimpossibility .
Theimpossibility of things going so wrong, and the questions that raised.

Congder the evidence. Give them haf achance, and humanswerelikely to do stupid, rash thingsjust for
the hell of it, or to save themsalves from dying of boredom. No other Stellar Group member waslike
that. The Tinkers, the Pipe-Rillas, and the Angels—especiallythe Angels—did not take risks. And they
applied their safety-first gpproach to the Link Network. The system itself would not permit the violation
of itsthree Golden Rules.

1.Closeis not good enough . Travellerswho missed the long, coded sequence of Link settingshby a
sngledigit might arrive asthin pink pancakes, or aslong, braided ribbons of mangled flesh. Therefore,
the settings must pass a multiply redundant checklist, so detailed and fool proof thet every black holein
the universe would radiate itself away long before an incorrect sequence would be activated.

2.Know your exit point . Carelesstravellers who needed to breathe could arrive suitlessin hard
vacuum. An organism for whom high gravity wasingantly fata might land on the surface of Earth. To
prevent those things, the Link checking system was supposed to match traveller life-support needsto
destination and refuse to alow ingppropriate transfer.

3.Two into onewon't go . A Link arrival point had to be empty before aLink would beinitiated. That
lesson, too, humans had learned the hard way. A small high-temperature cloud of plasmain orbit near
Jupiter marked the smultaneous arriva of two ships at a Sargasso Dump Link exit point.

The Stellar Group applied the safety rules scrupuloudy. They would have examined the Geyser Swirl
Link point closely before sending their first exploration team. And before sending asecond team? Chan
couldn't begin to imagine the checking and the rechecking and the triple-checking that must have been
done. Undoubtedly, their shipswould aso have been set up to return through the Network at the first
dgnof difficulty.

But even with dl this, nothing had come back. Chan could imagine being more wily, cunning, and brave
than a Stellar Group team. Hell, he wouldn't be hereif that weren't true. What he couldn't imagine was
being morecareful . And that was avery bad omen.

The outer door of the office was diding open. At last. Chan glanced at the clock built into the ornate
surface of MacDougal's desk. As he suspected, the Ambassador had taken far too long. More
problems.

"You couldn't get it?"

"Oh, I gotit dl right." MacDougal had a sour look on his face as he went to hisdesk. That wasal right.
Chan wasin afoul mood, too. "The answer is not reassuring. It seemsthat we were provided with fase
information.”

"Happensdl the time. Our ship didn't go to the Geyser Swirl ?*

"It went there dl right. But | am no longer surprised that it failed to return. Y ou see, thiswas very much a
secret and undercover operation. We had to take many things on trust that would normally be checked
through official channels. The "highly competent and experienced private team' that | told you about? It
doesn't look so good now. The crew captain, Friday Indigo, isarich man, but it isdl inherited wedlth.
He describes himsdlf as an “entrepreneur,’ but he has never earned apenny in hislife. And heisa "space



expert’ who failed his gpace navigation examination three times and his engineering tests four times. Most

upsetting.”

"Not to me. It's more worrying whencompetent people don't come back." Chan studied the scowling
image that MacDougd threw up on the display set into the surface of the desk. "That's Friday Indigo? He
looks like he's got a pickle up his ass. What about the other crew members?”

"Two of them. The chief engineer and astrogator isatota mystery. We have been ableto discover
nothing at al aout him. Thereis no namein thefiles, and we have no background. Not even apicture!
Heisdescribed vaguely asa "big, fat man.' Certainly he doesnot have officid certification in either
engineering or astrogation. But there is another mystery here. When we checked with VVenus Equilaterd,
theMood Indigo 'slast stop before it departed for the Geyser Swirl, their senior engineering staff inssted
that the ship carried an engineer who knew what he was doing.”

"Sdf-taught, maybe. | am, pretty much."

"Y ou are not claiming credentid s that you do not have.” MacDouga drummed hisfingers nervoudy on
thetop of the desk. "Areyou?'

"I'm not claiming anything. But if | thought | could get more out of thisded by lying about my credentials,
I'd do it before you could spit. What about the third crew member, what do you know about him?'

"Not him. Her. Thethird crew member isafemale, Liddy Morse. | am hoping you can help us."

Chan studied the image of a young woman with dark hair and curioudy lustrous and liquid eyes. "Mm.
How old?"

"Twenty-four. That's one of the few things we do know about her."

"She'sabeauty. But | never heard of her, and | never saw her before.”

"Maybe not. But she'sfrom Earth, we think from the Gallimaufries.”

"So are a hundred million others. Odd place to look for aspace crew member. What are her
qudifications?"

"For space work? None. Sheis described in the crew duty roster as a “general worker with versatile
persona skills! But | think that is Friday Indigo'sideaof ajoke. Judging from her picture and the limited
information that we do have about her, it looks rather as though Friday Indigo—" MacDouga paused.
"Well, it ssems asthough hebought her afew months ago, when he was down on Earth. For purely
sexua purposes. Isthat possible?!

"If she'sa Commoner, it's more than possible. Happens every day of the week and every week of the
year. All hedd haveto do isfind out who owned her contract. Not me or the Boz, in this case. | would
have remembered her."

"In this case? Are you admitting that you—"
"I'm not admitting adamn thing. I'm just telling you the way things run in the basement warrens. It's not

al flowers and nectar down there, you know. If you don't like what you're hearing, stick it. Tell the boys
in Unimine and Foodlinesthat I'm too immora for you to work with, and the whole expedition is off. I'll



be more than happy to go back home to the warrens.”

"Y ou know that is not an option. They would kill me."

"I doubt it. They know what the Stellar Group wants. They'd more likely come straight to me and put the
screws on some other way. All right, what else do you have? Y ou might aswell get it over with—I can

seeyourefidgeting."

"Word from the Stellar Group members. | forwarded to them your requirement that the ship you take to
the Geyser Swirl must have a Tinker Composite, aPipe-Rilla, and an Angel on board.”

"That wasn't arequirement. Call it more of atest shot. What did they say?'

"They say that they have absolute confidence in you, and that their presence would be quite unnecessary
and even indicate alack of trust. They will have no representatives on your ship.”

"In other words, they're scared shitless. Don't blame 'em. That's one worry out of the way. Don't want
them looking over my shoulder. Suppose | have to off somebody?"

"They 4ill ings that there be no violence.™

"Course not." Chan fumbled in his pocket and found nothing but empty fizz holders. Had hereally taken
that many? He shook his head and went on, "Violence. Think wed tell ‘em if there was? Good. No
aiens. Makesthingsalot smpler. Got a ship picked out yet?'

"The best onein the solar system. TheHero's Return , aformer Class Five cruiser. An appropriate
name, don't you think, consdering the misson?"

"Depends whether or not we come back. It takes more than a nice name to make that happen.”
"And you'l be under the command of ahighly respected officer, General Dag Korin."
"Whoathere, Mr. Ambassador. What's this "under the command of' crap?”

"The Generd isone of the syssem's great heroes.”

"I'msure heis. But if I'm going to adangerous place I'd rather be led by one of the system's greeat
cowards. And I'm not supposed to be led by anyone. | thought | was running this show."”

"We need a person of known reputation in charge. With al due respect, that's not you."

"Then the expedition can go without me. Y ou can stuff it. | won't have some generd getting in the way
when | want to do something a Pipe-Rillamight not approve of ."

"l don't think you'll find it'sthat way with Generd Korin. Hisattitudeto diensis. . . different. At thevery
least, you ought to meet with him.”

"All right." Chan swept hisarm across the desktop. " Then bring him on. Bring 'em dl on."

"Not just now, | think." MacDouga caught the glass asit skidded across and off the desk.



"Why not?'

"l don't think that you arein any condition to—I mean, | do not believe that the General can be available
at such short notice. Let me arrangeit for, let's say, tomorrow morning.”

"Bright and early.” Chan caught at the edge of another thought. "One more thing, Ambassador. | haveto
know when this ship—theReturn —will leave. How much timedo | have?'

"1 will have that information for you. Tomorrow."
"Tomorrowmorning . Brightand early."

"If youingg." Dougal MacDougd examined the way that Chan Daton sat dumped in hischair, eyes half
closed. Tomorrow morning, Chan Dalton's brain would fed like aboiled pudding.

A person ought to be careful what he asked for. He might get it.

* * %

Dag Korin.General Dag Korin. Chan wasirritated by him already, and the man had hardly spoken a
word.

It wasn't his age, though the Genera, hero of Capellas Drift, looked about a hundred and ninety-nine
yearsold. It was his boots. Ceres gravity was so weak that you couldn't clatter or ssamp on the floor.
Chan had tried it, and reaction bounced him high into the air.

But Dag Korin could do it. He must have magnetic soles. He could march up and down on the hard
floor of the Ambassador's main office, and every step produced a brain-piercing crash.

And now hewas starting to talk, too. Not just talk, lecture, not in an old man's voice but in brazen and
gentorian tones that resonated off the celling and the bare walls and right through Chan's fragile skull
cae.

"| share completely Mr. Ddton's didike and utter distrust of the diens.” Crash went the boots, as the
Generd made a sharp about-turn. "We do not want them with usin our expedition to the Geyser Swirl.
What arethey, after dl? A Pipe-Rillais no more than an oversized praying mantis, an ugly creature put
together from lengths of |eftover drain pipe. Anindividual member of a Tinker Composite haslessbrain
than ahorsefly. It takes ten thousand of them together to match ahuman in intelligence! Asfor the
Angels, to my eyethey have dways|ooked as though they belong in astewpot with other vegetables.”
Crash, crash went the boots. " And when it comes to the human virtues, of courage and nerve, what do
we find? Wefind them wanting. The diens—allthe diens—are the most craven, cowardly,
fainthearted—if they even have hearts—pusillanimous, fearful, shivering, timorous beingsimaginable. The
ideathat such objects should be able to limit human accessto the universe viathe Link Network isso
totally outrageous that it takes my breath away."

Chanfdt like saying, but Iworked with those aliens on Travancore, and | liked them. | likethem ill. |
just don't want them in theway if things get sticky in the Geyser Swirl and we have to protect ourselves.

He didn't have the strength to speak, and General Korin was just hitting his stride.

"However, we must not allow our natura disgust with these meddling beingsto interfere with our primary
god. First, we will cooperate with them in our journey to the Geyser Swirl, so asto produce an end to



the quarantine. Then we must assure our permanent access to the Link Network. We must learn how it
wasthat they were able, twenty years ago, to place the embargo on us. | am told that will be much easier
to do once we are again using the Link Network on aregular basis. And beyond that, we must pursue
our long-term plan: to assert our dominance, to establish apax Solis everywhere within the
Perimeter—and then extend that perimeter.”

No point in mentioning to the Genera that there was aready peace everywhere within the Perimeter.
Wedll, amost everywhere. Let's say, everywhere that humans were not in control. And Chan had no
objection to increasing the human sphere of influence; hewasin fact in favor of it, provided there was
something init for him. But did Korin have to be soloud about the matter, so early in the day? Chan took
adrink of cold water.

How long would it take the expedition to reach and explore the Geyser Swirl? That started another
thought. It wasn't just Dag Korin, it was a so the other crew members of theHero's Return . Who would
they be, and what would they be like? Chan expected a battle regarding the compaosition of the crew.
Therewould be room for far more people than the three gpparent incompetents running theMood
Indigo. The Generd would surely propose some absurd collection of hismilitary minions.

One of Korin's own candidates wasin the room. She sat at the back, asfar from the Generd as
possible. She must have heard him speak before. She had been introduced by Dougal MacDougd at the
beginning of the meeting, but Chan could not recall her full name. Dr. Elke Somebody. Some kind of
scientist proposed by the General. She had shaken hands with Chan and stared down at him—she was
very tal and blond and anorexic-looking—as though he was some kind of dime-mold at the bottom of a
pond. Her last name had an 'S at the beginning, which she had spoken with adight lisp. Th-iry , that's
what it sounded like.

That wasit:Elke Sry ; aproposed crew member in need of agood square medl, but otherwise an
unknown so far as Chan was concerned. Just as Dag Korin was a partial unknown. That was bad. One
thing you learned, the hard way, was that before you went into a dangerous Situation you needed to
know your companionsingde and out.

Not only that, if you had any sort of choice you didn't let other people decide your teammates. Y ou
picked them yoursdlf. Y our ass was going to be on the line, not Dougal MacDougd's or any other Ceres
bureaucrat's.

Chan had recognized that from the start. He had sent the word out. But where were they? He had not
heard back from asingle one. So much for so-called old friends. They were as bad at keeping in touch
as hewas. On the other hand, could he be sure his messages had reached them?

Crash, crash. Loud, foghorn voice, rivetsdriving into hisskull. " . . . If, indeed, the story of anew Link
point in the Geyser Swirl, previoudy unknown to the Stellar Group and not created by them, istrue.
Suppose that we are beinglured to the Geyser Swirl. Suppose that the diens. . ."

Chan was as suspicious of motives asthe next man, but he couldn't compete with this. Who could Dag
Korin possibly be shouting at? Not Chan Dalton, who sat just afew feet away. Somebody on the far
sde of the Moon, judging from the volume of sound.Crash crash , turn, quick march back acrossthe
polished floor.

Chan couldn't stand any more. He lurched to hisfeet, dmost overbaancing in the negligible gravity of
Ceres. "Excuseme.”



Genera Korin hated in mid-stride and mid-sentence. He stared at Chan with impatient eyes. "Do you
have aquestion?'

"Y es. What makes you think thatanything the dliens have told us about thisistrue?!
Korin stared. It must be a novelty, finding someone more paranoid than hewas. "Are you suggesting—"

"Yes, | am. | think that every single thing we've been told by the diens about eventsin the Geyser Swirl
isalie. When we go there, we must be prepared to deal with any form of chicanery and deception. |
have not met the crew you are proposing for theReturn , but do they include specidistsin trickery and
bluffing, or in thefine art of the double cross?'

Chan could read the look on the Generd's face. Surprise and suspicion, giving way to conviction and
accusation as Korin turned to Dougal MacDougd.

"Ddtonisquiteright. We must be prepared for every form of misinformetion from the diens. Asfor our
crew, Ddton, you arelooking at it. | believe that this expedition will be best served by aminima and
flexibleforce. You. Me. And Dr. Siry. The ship runsitsdf. Are you suggesting that we need more

military?"

"Of course not. So far as| know, solar military doesn'thave specidistsin deception and bluffing. | don't
know where you would find people like that. But | know where | will." At least, | know where I'll be
looking for them . "Give me one week—no, make that ten days—and permit me unlimited travel around
the solar system. | will find the men and women we need.”

"Civilian government workers?' Dag Korin'stoneimplied that he would rather work with acomplement
of toads.

"Not quite that."
"But they have experience operating in a highly structured and defined environment?”

"Oh, sure." Presumably timein prison counted. "L ook, don't worry about these people. Y ou carry on
planning, but expect up to Sx more people on board theReturn . | must go now."

Before | pass out. Chan didn't wait to hear the Ambassador and the General squabbling over personndl.
He had ten days. Ten daysto |locate the members of the old team and contact them, wherever they were;
ten days to persuade them—if he could—that there was still something init for them after dl these years,
if only they would travel with Chan to the Geyser Swirl.

No need to discuss Dag Korin with them. They would have plenty of timeto learn the Generd'slittle
ways on the way to the Geyser Swirl.

5. ABOARD THE MOOD



INDIGO

"l don't believe you. Y ou've made amistake." Friday Indigo nodded toward the cup in Bony's hand.
"That'swater. What else could it be?'

"I don't know." Bony sniffed at the cup. "I agree, it smellslike water and it looks like water. But it's
fifteen percent denser than the drinking water we have on board.”

"Y ou're missing the obvious, Rombelle. Asusua. Don't you see what thisis? It'sbrine —sdt water. If
you had ever been on Earth, as| have, you would know."

"l have been on Earth.” Bony cursed to himsdf. In hisirritation with Friday Indigo he was doing what he
never did: giving details of hisown background.

"Then even you should have heard of the Dead Sea” Friday Indigo took the cup from Bony's hand.
"The Dead Seahas so much sdlt init, aperson can't sink. If you step into it, you just bob around on the
surface with your shoulders out of the water."

"I know that, Sir." Bony made a decison. He might be sdlf-taught, but he had a near-perfect memory
and he had taught himsdf alot . If they were dl going to diein the Geyser Swirl, he wouldn't be talked
down to any more by anitwit like Indigo. "The Dead Seais close to aquarter sdts by weight. Mainly
sodium chloride, magnesium chloride, and calcium chloride. Itsdengty istwenty percent higher than
ordinary water, even more than what we have here."

"So thisis obvioudy somewhere between ordinary seawater on Earth, and the Dead Sea."

"No. Thetaste of water so full of satsisreported to be absolutely disgusting by anyone who has ever
sampled it. Thisisabit sdty, but quite drinkable. Try it for yoursdlf."

Friday Indigo did not seem keen on the idea, but he cautioudy raised the cup and took aminute sip. "It
tasteslike water. Ordinary water, sat and carbonated.”

"That's right. Although I'm not sure the dissolved gasis carbon dioxide."

"And il you say it isnt water? What that tells me, Rombelle, isthat you don't know what you'retaking
about. And while you stand here and debate the mysterious properties of perfectly ordinary water, let me
remind you that we remain stuck at the bottom of the sea. | don't want adiscussion. | want to take the
Mood Indigo back into space. So get to work." Indigo put hishand on Liddy Morse'sarm as she
seemed reedy to follow Bony toward the lower leve of the ship. "Not you, Liddy. It's been atense few
hours, and | think I've earned allittle rest and recreation. Let'sgo.”

Liddy, to Bony's annoyance, bowed her head submissively. He descended the ladder aone, heading for
the tiny room that served as his combined study and workshop. On the way he stopped at the galley and
grabbed adouble handful of candy bars. He wasn't sure that he would be able to work while Friday
Indigo cavorted with Liddy above his head, but these might help.

In the study he stuffed awhole candy bar into his mouth and pulled up data on the airlocks of theMood
Indigo . There were three of them, one at the front end of the ship and two at therear. All of them
presented problems. The forward one faced verticaly upward, while the other two might have been



damaged on impact with the seabed. He would have to make an ingpection, but before that he wanted to
know if they could be used as sea-locks, evenin principle.

He called up detailed schematics. It must be nice to berich. Friday Indigo had bought a ship equipped
with the best of everything, hardware and software. On the other hand, most of the test equipment had
never been taken from its protective covers, and he could see from their access history that he wasthe
first person to use these dataroutines.

Bony studied the airlock geometry and mechanics and gradualy lost himsdlf in histask. Thefirst part
would be easy. Y ou put on an ordinary space-suit and moved into an airlock. Y ou closed theinner
hatch, exactly as usud. Then you opened the outer hatch. Instead of air gushing out into vacuum, water
camein. Depending on the airlock position and your own dengity, you ether floated into the sea or you
walked out onto the seabed.

And then did what? Bony examined the characterigtics of the suits. Theair supply and air circulation
were self-contained and would operate exactly asin space. The main question wastherma balance. The
suit had to lose the heat generated interndly by its occupant. That ought to be easier in water thanin
space, because you could lose heat by conduction and convection aswell asby radiation.

Easier in water . In spite of anything that Friday Indigo might say, it was not ordinary water. So what
wasit? Bony became aware of an ideathat had been wandering around the fringes of his consciousness.
He called for accessto acompletely different data base, and for on-line assstance. The next ten minutes
flashed by as he and the ship's computer looked up basic physical constants and did caculations.

At the end of that time Bony smacked his hand on the desktop. Y es! He il had to perform a couple of
tests, but the ship carried a small mass spectrograph for use in cdibrating the fusion drive, and that should
be al he needed.

He had been right; and so, oddly enough, had Friday Indigo. Bony decided he didn't want to think about
Friday. He helped himsdlf to another candy bar and forced himsalf back to his main task.

So you werein your suit, wandering around in the sea.outsde the ship. Y ou were making engineering
modifications designed to alow you to use the auxiliary thrustors underwater—another design task to be
solved—nbut you couldn't stay outside too long. Y ou had to come back in through the airlock to replenish
your suit supplies. Normally, that was straightforward. Y ou smply entered the lock, closed the outer
hatch, and flooded the lock with air to replace the hard vacuum of space.

But it would not be avacuum in the lock. It would be at least partly water, the water that entered when
you opened the hatch to go outside. Therefore, you could not close the outer hatch when you flooded the
lock with air. Y ou had to leave the hatchopen . The hatch could not be at the top of the lock, either,
otherwise the air would just bubble up toward the surface and be lost. The hatch must be at thebottom
of thelock, so new-pumped air would force water out. When dl the water had gone, you could at last
remove your suit, open the inner hatch, and enter the ship.

Bony turned to the lock configurations. Given the present orientation of theMood Indigo . . . forward
lock, outer hatch faced upward, no good . . . aft lock Number One, outer hatch facing upward, no good.
Aft lock Number Two, outer hatch facingdownward —and it was dightly higher, which ought to mean it
was clear of the seabed.

Bony leaned back in triumph and was shocked to see Liddy Morse standing in front of him. He had
been so engrossed in hiswork that he hadn't heard her comein.



If shewas here, it meant that sheand Indigo . . . "Liddy. Areyou dl right?’
"Of courseI'm dl right. Why wouldn't | be?’
"Y ou and Indigo. | thought—did he—did the two of you—"

"He's adegp. Stop worrying. He's not my favorite person, but | owe him something. He did buy out my
contract, you know. Y ou're not from Earth, so you can't imagine what lifeislikein the Galimaufries.
Believe me, I've had to put up with alot worse than Friday Indigo." She was studying him. ™Y ou don't
liketo hear about him, do you?'

"Not especidly.”

"Then |et's not talk about him. Tell me what you were doing before you knew | was here. Y ou looked so
happy and pleased with yoursdif."

"I was working. Deciding how to get outsde and come back insde. Liddy, I'vefigured out what's
outsde! What theliquid is"

"Who was right, you or Indigo?'

"Both of us"

"Y ou can'tboth beright."

"Weare. That'swhat's so strange. Do you know what hydrogen is?*
"Of course ! do."

"But did you know thet it can comein two forms? One of them is an atom where the nucleusis aproton,
and there's one eectron in orbit around it. That's the common form. But you can aso have aform called
deuterium , which has anucleus, adeuteron , with one proton and one neutron. Y ou gill have one
electron, so the chemical properties of deuterium are the same as hydrogen.”

II&?I

"So you can make amolecule, awater molecule, with two atoms of hydrogen and one atom of oxygen.
Or you can, just aswell, make akind of water molecule with two atoms of deuterium and one atom of
oxygen. It'sbeen known for centuries, it's caled deuterium oxide, orheavy water —and it's about eleven
percent more dense than ordinary water. It can be used just like ordinary water. Y ou can bathein it, you
can cook with it. I'm pretty sure you can drink it, at least some, and not notice a difference. That's what
we have outside the ship. We are sitting at the bottom of an ocean, but it's a heavy-water ocean.”

"Areyou sure of this?'

"Sureas| can beuntil | do thefina tests of molecular weight. But assuming I'm right, it's good news. We
can wander around outside in our suits and be quite safe. If we run low on water, we can even drink
some. | suspect there are differencesin diffusivity rates from ordinary water, and that could have
long-term fatal effects, but . . ."



She was laughing at him. Bony stopped talking. "I'm sorry. | get carried away. I'm boring you, aren't 17"

"Of courseyou're not. | get such akick out of watching you when an idea catchesfire. You light up like
alitlekid."

"Sure. Thanks."

"Oh, stop that." Liddy pulled out thelittle chair on the other side of the desk and squeezed onto it. "Can't
you recognize acompliment when you hear one?Now what are you doing?"

What Bony was doing, not very successfully, was crumpling up candy wrappers and trying to count
them at the same time. He was amazed at their number. "I tend to eat when I'm working."

"Then you must have been absolutely daving. And | interrupted you. I'll go away.”
"No. Y ou can hep me. If you don't mind."

"I can't do that stuff to save my life." Liddy's wave took in the display of schematics, the computer
dialog, and Bony's random notes on pressures and volumes.

"l don't mean caculations. | need practical help. Now we know what's out there, I'm ready to consider
an EVA—atrip outside the ship. To do that, we have to make one of the airlocks work, underwater. |
think 1 know how, but it's atwo-person job. Are you free?"

"l think s0." Liddy caught Bony's unconscious glance upward. "Don't worry, helll snorefor at least
another hour. He dways does afterwards.”

"l don't believeit.”

"Indigo degpsalot.”

"l mean, | don't understand how he's able to degpnow . Werelost on the seabed of an unknown planet
when we ought to be in open space. We'rein aship never designed for anythingbut space operations.

We have no idea how we came here, or if well ever be able to get away. And he's adeep. How can
anybody deep at atimelikethis?'

"Y ou really don't know, do you?' Liddy, head to one Sde, was studying Bony. "I can tell you've never
been rich. Nether have, but I've been around wedlthy people. Things are different when you'rerich.
Indigo bought me, you know."

"That'sterrible.” Bony said the words automatically, but he wasin somewaysrelieved. At least Liddy
wasn't Friday Indigo's mate by choice.

"Being bought is much worse thefirgt time it happens. But that's not my point. My point is, Indigo bought
you, too."

"Never. I'm afree man.”

"Then what are you doing, working while hel's degping? What are you doing here at dl, lost in the
Geyser Swirl ?!



Bony had agood answer to the last question, but he was not willing to give it. He stood up. "Come on.
Let'sgo and work on the airlock while hes till adeep.”

"Y ou're trying to change the subject.” Liddy followed him down the ladder. "L et me explain something to
you. When you're born rich, like Friday Indigo, you don'tdo things. Y oubuy things. And those things
include more than materia objects. Y ou buy people. Y ou buy services. Y ou buy reassurance. Friday
Indigo is using his money now to buy peace of mind. He bought your services, so he expects you to save
the ship and him and find away home. Why shouldn't he degp easy?"

"Hescrazy." Bony wasin the airlock, moving to one sde of the smal compartment so that Liddy could
join him. There was barely space for two people. "I don't even know if we can get outside this ship.”

"Maybe heiscrazy. But you know what?' Liddy stopped right in front of him, their faces Six inches gpart
and eyeto eye. "l agree with him. | expect you to save me, too."

Bony felt a curious heat and pressurein his belly, as though the inside was being cooked in amicrowave
oven at high setting. He stepped hurriedly backward, and afaucet for the deivery of air to the lock
poked him hard in the smal of hisback. He exclamedin pan.

Liddy laughed. "What are you doing? I'm not infectious.”

"If Indigo comes down here, and sees ustogether likethis. . ."

"Likewhat?Y ou haven't touched me. And he was the one who told me to go with you and try to be
useful for achange.”

"He's an absolute bastard.”
"Everything'sreative. | saw alot worse when | was growing up.”

"Wherewasthat?' Bony turned away, partly to study the hatch design and partly to escape Liddy's
eyes. "l know you said you lived down on Earth.”

"I did, but I'm not sure it would mean anything to you. Did you ever hear of aplace caled the
Shambles?'

Bony couldn't help staring at her. "No."

"Yes, you did." She cocked her head to one side. ™Y our face gives you away. Why won't you tell methe
truth?'

"I've heard bad things about the Shambiles. It's supposed to be the worst of the Terran basement
warens”

"It's like most places, some parts better than others. | waslucky. | was educated at one of the better
schools™

"Which onewasthat?' Bony knew more about the Shambles than he was willing to admit, and schools
were not what camefirst to mind.

"The Leah Rainbow Academy for the Daughters of Gentlefolk.”



"My God." It didn't need hisfaceto give him away thistime, the words popped right out.
"Uh-oh." Liddy grimaced. "Y ou've heard of that, too. Then I've said too much. I'm sorry."
"It'snot your fault.”

"I had no idea, not onein amillion off-Earthers has heard of it."

"I have, because—" Bony was on the point of teling the truth, but he caught himsdf justintime
"—because I'veread alot about Earth.”

"That's even more peculiar. | didn't think anybodywrote about the Academy. Customers normaly came
through a persona recommendation.”

"How did you cometo be living there? At the Leah Rainbow Academy, | mean.” Bony sank down on
his knees, studying the geometry of the lock. Theinternd air pressure was the same asin therest of the
ship, one standard atmaosphere. The hatch was facing dmost directly downward. When they closed the
inner hatch, sealing themselves off from the ship, and opened the outer hatch just acrack, one of two
things would happen. If the outside water pressure was less than the internal air pressure, some air would
bubble out. If the outside pressure was greater, water would enter until the pressures equalized.

Were there any other possibilities? Wedll, there was dways the improbable case where the insde and
outside pressures were exactly equa, but chances were strongly againgt that. And there was the case
where Bony had forgotten to take account of some crucid variable, and as the hatch was cracked open
something totally unforeseen happened.

He was willing to take that risk. But he didn't see why Liddy should be exposed to it, too. He stood up,
suddenly aware that he had asked her a question whose answer he was very much interested in hearing;
but he had no idea of how she had replied.

"I'm sorry. Y ou were saying?'

"I wasn't. | can tell when somebody isn't listening." Liddy sounded more amused than annoyed. "'|
thought | was here to help? All I've done so far is stand around.”

"Y ou can help right now. Y ou go back in the ship and stand next to the inner hatch. I'm going to stay
here, close theinner hatch, and then open the outer one.”

"Shouldn't you put asuit on? Suppose the fizziness in the water is something poi sonous?!
"Thetests say that'sit's just oxygen, and lots of it. But I'm going to wear asuit anyway. And o areyou.”
"Why do | need asuit, if I'm going to stay in the ship?"

"In case you haveto do arescue operation. We will bein radio communication, and | will make sure |l
keep talking. If | stop, or if | Sart to sound or act peculiar, don't wait. Close the outer hatch most of the
way—I'll show you how to do it from insde the ship—then pump air from the ship into the lock until the
water isdriven out. Y ou may find theres il alittle bit that won't leave, because the hatch isn't exactly
horizonta. Don't worry about that. Close the outer hatch completely when it's aswater-free asit will go.
Then open the inner hatch, go into the lock in your suit, and drag meinto the ship. Seal theinner hatch



again. Until al that is done, don't waste amoment finding out what happened to me. Did you follow all
that, and remember it?'

"Yes" Cam, quiet, and trusting. That made Bony fedl good.
"Let'sdo it, then. Quickly, Liddy, so | don't havetimeto think of anything that might go wrong.”

"Nothing will. I told you, you're going to save us dl." Liddy didn't seem capable of agraceess
movement. She stripped off her outer clothes and dipped into the suit as though it was something she did
every day. Bony, aware that his extra pounds showed alot more when he was undressed, did the same
thing dowly and awkwardly.

Then he was standing in the lock, and Liddy wasin the ship. Theinner hatch, like the outer one, had a
small, round port in it about six inches across. Bony closed the hatch and peered through. He could see
Liddy, lessthan two feet away but with three layers of toughened transparent plastic between them. She
raised her eyebrows at him in dumb show, then said over theradio, "All right?’

Bony nodded. "Everything isfine." He had promised to talk to her nonstop, but that might be more
demanding than it sounded. What was there to say? He glanced down at the outer hatch, right benegath
hisfeet. He had to be careful to avoid standing on it as the plate did to one side to admit whatever it was
that lay outsde theMood Indigo , but that was the only thing he had to do; the only thing hecould do.
When the hatch opened, the rest of it would be out of his hands.

Bony glanced again at the inner hatch. Liddy was till there. She pursed her lipsin akissand said,
"Good luck!"

Bony gave the signal and the outer hatch began to dide open. He watched closdly, then said, "Externd
liquid pressure seemsto be more than pressure in the ship, but not much more. | think it won't rise much
farther than my knees. So far, thingsare just the way | expected. When the hatch isfully open, if
everything sill seemsadl right | may try ashort trip outside.”

"That wasn't on your origind plan." Liddy sounded alarmed.

"I know, but we can't stay indde the ship forever. Well have to go outsde sometime.”

"Don' take chances, Bony."

"l won't." No one had ever worried on Bony's behalf before. He decided that he liked it—even if
Liddy's concern was partly for hersdf.l expect you to save me, too . That was nice. Let's hope he could

justify her confidence. "The outer hatch isfully open now. Theliquid level has stopped risng.”

All he had to do was take a step forward, and he would sink down. In another five seconds he could be
standing on the seabed of—what?

Thiswas aworld with no name. Bony was nowhere, about to take a step into nothingness. Think of a
name. Swirlworld . Not precise enough.Heavy-water-world . That was ugly. Theworld of the
deuteron? That would beDeuteronomy —but at the moment he was more interested inExodus .
"Areyou dl right?' said Liddy's anxious voice. Y ou've stopped talking."

"Sorry. Just playing around with stupid namesfor this place. Everything still looks good, so I'm going to



take alook outside. Here goes.”

Bony took adeep breath, added, "1 hereby name this planet—Limbo," and stepped into the pale green
unknown beyond the open hatch.

6: RECRUITING ON MARS

Ten days. Ten days, to find and recruit five people.

That was only one every two days. It didn't sound bad—until you redlized that when last heard from the
men and women you needed had been scattered dl over the solar system, everywhere from the
sun-skimming Hades of the VVulcan Nexus dl the way to the Oort Harvester, ralling aong inits
multimillennid orbit hdf alightyear from Sol.

So you might aswell tackle an "easy” onefird. Chan cleared the final Link exit point, Sted conveniently
on an idand close to the geometrica center of Mardake, and stood for a couple of minutes adjusting to
the changed air and gravity. He reflected that before the Link systemn, even this undemanding destination
would have been achdlenge. During thefirst centuries of space exploration, travel times and accessto
moons or planets were decided less by distance than by relative orbital velocities and the strength of
gravity wells. Earth wasamgjor chalenge. The old space traveller's complaint, "If you wanted to explore
the Universe, you wouldn't start from here," had been coined for Earth. Venus, dmost as massive, was
little better. While asfor Jupiter, you might fly down into the roiling clouds and eternd hurricane winds,
but it would be aone-way trip. The planet's vast gravitationa pull would prevent you ever getting out.

Even now, fast journeys around the solar system or beyond it were not cheap. The Link would never be
cheap. The power for asingle trip between points of widdy different gravity potential could eat up the
savings of alifetime. Linkage of materiasfrom the Oort Cloud to the Inner System consumed the full
energy of three kernels aboard the Oort Harvester. It was ameasure of the importance of Chan's mission
to the Geyser Swirl that no one had mentioned a budget when he said he needed to travel by Link in
order to recruit.

Actudly, he needed agood deal more than abudget . He needed an argument powerful enough to
convince some of humanity's most talented but skeptical individua s that they would like to be on board
theHero's Return when it linked out to the Swirl.

What was the local time of day? Chan looked toward the Sun. Much of what you saw at Mard ake was
mideading. That blue sky above hishead was an illuson, an artefact of the same anosmotic thermd field
that held a hundred-meter layer of bresthable air like acomfort blanket over the whole of Mard ake and
for forty kilometers beyond. That air was a a comfortable twenty degrees Celsius, whiletwo hundred
meters above Chan's head the near-vacuum hovered at a hundred below zero. Theidand on which he
stood was real Mars soil, but it had been mined from ancient sedimentary layersfar beneath the surface,
where hid the once-and-future Martian life-forms. The serene blue lake itsdf wasfifty kilometers across
and listed as one of the Seven Wonders of the Solar System (low on thelist, to be sure), but it was
nowhere more than ten meters deep, and it held only a thousandth of the water of even the smalest of
Earth's Great L akes.



However, that bright Sun was noillusion. It stood high in the ky, as high asit would ever get a Mars
latitude thirty degrees. That meant it was close to noon, much too early for Danny Casement to bein his
office and fully awake. Dapper Dan, unless he had changed beyond recognition, put most nocturnal
animasto shame.

Even aman in ahurry had to eat, and now was as good atime as any. Chan decided to have amedl
before he went the rest of the way to Danny's office. He left Center Idand and walked out aong one of
the many causewaysthat led in theright direction. The surface of Mard ake was dotted with thousands of
smdl idands, laid out on aregular grid and connected by roads wide enough for foot traffic or smal
wheded vehicles.

The walking people were few and far between, and the only carsthat Chan saw were dow and
creaking. They, like the outside cafe that he cameto at the end of the causeway, had seen better days.
The cafe, Inn Paradise, could not even afford robot servers. Chan, the only customer, ordered hissimple
medl of bread and fruit jellies from ahuman. While he ate—Chan was not picky, but the food was
dreadful—he heard the familiar tale of woe from the owner/waiter.

Mardake had been poised to take off as the solar system's greatest tourist attraction, ready to host
multitudes of humans and Pipe-Rillas and Tinkers. Even the taciturn and mysterious Angels possessed
plenty of negotiable materids, and they would be welcomed.

The quarantine had ended everything. Aliens had ceased to arrive. Humans from al around the solar
system were affected by the general economic collapse and could not afford to come. And now . . . The
owner waved his hand gloomily around. Old holo-images, with their advertisement of wondrous coming
atractions, hung dim and tranducent in the air, predictors of afadse future that would never be. The only
cheerful thing in Sight was the Sun, which apparently knew no better.

"Where are you from?' The owner ended his mournful discourse and asked hisfirst question ashe gave
Chan the credit dip.

"Earth."
"Ah. You'relucky. Not like here, | bet."
"No." Chan touched the payer ID unit and roseto leave. "Everything there is much, much worse.”

Except, possibly, the food and waiters and restaurant owners. But Chan was already on the way out and
he did not bother to say it.

He was able to pick out Danny's place long before he reached it. Unlike most other businesses scattered
over the surface idands of Mardake, Danny felt aneed for actud wallsand aceiling. Most enterprises
found those to be unnecessary. With no wind and no wegther, why waste time on structures? Only an
occasiond need for privacy demanded the use of enclosed space, and space for that could easily be
rented.

Chan halted when he was still acouple of hundred meters away. He had come prepared. Dag Korin had
made the portable Remote Observer available to Chan without question. Apparently the Genera found it
quite naturd that Chan would wish to spy on his own friends, which was something to bear in mind on the
trip to the Geyser Swirl. Chan didn't think of the use of the R/O as spying or intrusvein this case. It was
away to save everyone'stimeif thingswere obvioudy not going to work out.



He took the R/O unit from his pocket and rested it on arailing at the sSde of the causeway. He adjusted
the focus and inserted the tiny earphones. If this didn't produce the right result he would gain aworking
day but |ose ateam member.

Visud information was amore demanding technica problem than aurd. The sound frominsde abuilding
was usualy sharp and clear, while the image tended to be variable and dightly grainy. Chan also had the
feding that today the colorswere alittle off. It didn't matter. That, surdly, was Danny Casement with his
back to the viewing unit.

Y ou could pick Danny out from his clothes done. Today he was dressed, asin the old days, in afavorite
combination of ahigh-necked shirt with fine green-and-white check and an ultraconservative business suit
with a herringbone pattern of mixed brown and gray. As he turned, Chan made a confirmation. The R/O
unit showed asmdl, neatly built man, with the brown face, wizened features, and wide mouth of a
trustworthy ape. It was Danny al right, debonair as ever. He had atal, e egant woman in his office with
him, and he was shaking his head at her with amore-in-sorrow-than-in-anger expression on hisface.

"It'sabad timeto speculate?' Chan turned up the volume afraction. "My dear, if your ex-husband says
that, | must say | agree with Andrew.”

"Arthur." The woman, hair piled high on top of her head, towered over Danny Casemen.

"With Arthur. It'salways a bad time to speculate. What we are talking of here isn't speculation. It's
investment ."

"But Hyperionisan awful long way from Mars.”

"And what does distance have to do with the value of an investment? We are talking of aproven
resource that has already made thousands—tens of thousands—of peoplerich. Leonora, if distanceis
the only problem, 1 will personally take you there so you can seefor yoursdlf. Just the two of us." He
touched her arm and quickly pulled back, as though he had acted on impulse.

The woman gave him anervous amile. "That would belovely. But Arthur saysthat the Y ang diamond
was completely worked out, years and years ago.”

"As| dready mentioned, thisis not the origina Y ang diamond. It isa completely new formation, created
by adifferent impact, which aso happensto be on Hyperion. However, if your husband—"

"Not my husband. Myex -husband."

"My agpologies. Yourex -husband. If Arthur is so reliable asource of information—"
"He'sajerk and alouse.”

"Then perhaps hisinformation—"

"But hesasmart louse. That's how he made so much money—not that he was willing to give me much. |
can't afford to throw what | have away."

"Nor would | ask you to, or ever want you to." Danny reached out, and thistime alowed his hand to
stroke Leonoras forearm and remain there. "The fina purchase price will be three hundred thousand, but



| am certainly not proposing that you pay anything like that until we are absolutely sure that the return will
be many timesyour investment. All that is necessary at the moment isthat you make asmal down
payment, in order that your claim can be certified and your rights of ownership confirmed.”

"How much?"

"Just twenty-five thousand. After that you will have ayear of steady income from the mine before you
need to pay out another penny.”

"l don't know. I'd like to." Leonora placed her hand on top of Danny's. "But Mr. Casement—"
"Pleasecdl meDanid."

"Danidl. It fill soundslike an awful lot of money. Even the down payment. It isn't that | don't trust you, |
do. Butif | could just besure ."

"I know exactly how you fed." He removed his hand from hers, stood up, and turned around to give the
whole room athorough inspection, as though someone might be conced ed within adesk drawer or one
of the smdl cabinets. He dropped his voice to awhisper. "Leonora, I'm going to do something that | am
not supposed to do. In fact, if the mine devel opers knew about it, | would be in very serioustrouble.”

"What'sthat?' Her voicefdl in volumeto match his. "What are you going to do?"

"This. And remember, if anyone ever asksyou, it didn't happen.”" He reached into avest pocket and
pulled from it asmdl pouch of black velvet. "Hold out your hand. Pam up.”

Shereached her hand out in dow motion. He placed the square on her outstretched palm and carefully
unfolded it, to reved atiny glittering stone that caught and refracted every light in the room.

"Thereitis." Danny Casement spoke in the reverent tones of aman in the presence of divinity. "Thatisa
fragment of the Y ang diamond. Just alittle chip, of course—there are many tons more, free of al defects
and waiting to be mined. | was shown thison my trip to Hyperion, when | made my own first investment.
| asked to borrow it for alittle while, just to marve at itsquality. Look at it closdaly, Leonora. Let the light
fdl onit fromdl sdes. You will seethat thisisdiamond of the purest water. Thereisnonefiner inthe
whole solar system.”

"It's—beautiful.”

"Y ou can be the owner of many more, like thisand far larger. Or you can sdll them, for many times your
investment. But please do not tell anyone elsethat | showed it to you.”

He reached out his hand to take the diamond. She pulled back, and he frowned. "What's wrong,
Leonora?!

"Nothing iswrong." She closed her hand around the stone and the pouch of black velvet. "If only—if
only | could just keep thisfor aday or two."

"l ;e Histonewas chilly.

"Oh, Danid, it'snot that. Please don't think that | don't trust you. | do. But if | could keep the Sonea
littlewhile, it might help both of us. | could have it examined by aprofessond in gemstones. Neither of us



isthat."

"l have been told that my own expertisein thisfield isfar from negligible. But | suppose | could be
wrong. | am not infdlible." His voice remained cold. "However, the decision is not mine to make. What
do| tell the mine developers?If | say | do not have another investor—not even the down payment from
an investor—they will certainly want the stone back.”

"How much did you say itisagain? Thefirs payment?'
"Twenty-five thousand.”
"Do you think they would possibly take twenty thousand? That isdl | have availablein liquid assets.”

"It would beirregular, but | can probably prevail upon them to accept twenty thousand rather than
twenty-five. | have aready given them a glowing description of your character and reputation.”

"Then let'sdo it. Well make the transfer right now." Leonoraheld up her hand, fist ill clenched around
the velvet and the stone. "And then can | take the diamond away with me for acouple of days?'

"My dear Leonora" Helost hisworried look and smiled. "How could I—how could anyone—resist a
lady as charming as you? Take the stone with you. Have your tests done—nondestructive ones, if you
please. You will find, I know, that you are holding adiamond of thefinest qudity. However, | mustingst
on one other condition of thistransaction.”

L eonora handed over atrade crystal, which disappeared at once into asmall ivory box on top of the
desk. "That will transfer twenty thousand. And | must be off, I'm aready late. But what isyour other
condition?'

The smian face remained serious, but atwinklelit the warm brown eyes. " Oh, nothing to worry you. But
you and | must take atrip together, Leonora, and . . . examine our holdings. Y ou show meyours, and |
will show youmine."

"Mr. Casement! Y ou are awicked, wicked man."
"| saidto cdl me Danid."

"Oh. All right. Danid." She giggled, gave him aquick kiss on the cheek, and hurried out of the building.
She passed close to where Chan was standing. He had aready put away the earphones and the
remote-observing unit, and she didn't give him a second glance.

* * %

Chan walited five minutes, then gtrolled over to Danny Casement's building. He knocked gently on the
solid paneled door, with its modest and tasteful inscription,Daniel Walsingham Casement, Investment
Counselor .

"Just asecond.”
After await that was at least a couple of minutes, the door did open. "Y es?' Danny Casement stood in

the doorway with an inquiring expression on hisface. Chan, peering past him, saw that theivory box
containing the trade crystal had vanished from the desktop.



"Yes?' Danny repeated.

"Yes, what?' Chan pushed past him into the room. "Dapper Dan Casement, that's no way to greet an
oldfriend."

"Oh my God." Danny gave ahowl of recognition. "Chan Dalton. Y ourethe last personintheworld |
expected to walk in that door."

"It'sbeen along time.”
"Nearly twenty years."

"But you haven't logt the touch, Dan. Y ou're ill the best in the system, and it's a pleasure to see you
operate. Charm them, stroke them, scare them, soothe them, tempt them—and watch how they love you
asthey take the bait. Do you redlize you told that lady that it wasthe Y ang diamond you loaned her, and
asothat it wasnot the Y ang diamond?’

"Y ou've been spying on me." It was asmple statement of fact, not an accusation.
"Yes. | assumethat wasn't areal diamond you showed her.”

"Then you would be totally wrong. It was a genuine, firs-class, defect-free natural diamond. When
Leonora hasit tested, as she surely will, shewill learn thet | told her the truth—and be suitably overcome
with remorse for her lack of trust in me. The stone was even from the Hyperion mines, all one-quarter
carat of it. A man has his operating expenses. But Chan, why would you do athing like spying on anold
friend?"

"Because, asyou say, it's been close to twenty years. People change. If you seemed different, in ways
that matter, | would have saved your time and mine. | would have gone away and never knocked on
your door. But you reeled that onein so smooth, it looked like anyone could do it.”

"What do you mean, ‘reeled in"? Leonora Codett is abusiness associate.”
"And | saw you giving her the busness.”
"Not at dl. | amtruly fond of thelady. | have, let us say, aspirations.”

"If she provesto be wealthy enough.”

"Now that isan unfair accusation." Danny waved ahand. A chair folded out of onewall and atable from
the top of the desk, while atray of flasks and glasses appeared from one of the cabinets. "However, if
you are done casting aspersions on my honesty and reputation, take aseat. Thisisn't just socid, from the
look of it, but we can have adrink whileyou talk thetalk.”

"Provided your drink isn't like the food at the Inn Paradise.”

"Better known locally as Ptomaine Centra .Y ou ate there? | could have warned you. It accounts for your
surly countenance." Danny filled two glasses. "Thiswill make up for it. Genuine imported Santory
sngle-malt scotch, aged thirty days, from the Hokkaido deep cdllars. Burn the hair right off your ass.
Cheerd"



After along pause, Danny went on in astrangled voice, "But what are you doing out here? Last word |
got through the grapevine, you were Lord High Muckymuck to the Duke of Bosny."

"l was. Good job, but | had an offer | couldn't refuse. That'swhy I'm here.”

Chan described his meeting with the Stellar Group, the appearance of the new Link point in the Geyser
Swirl, thelost Stellar Group ships, and the upcoming human expedition. Danny Casement watched with
shrewd brown eyes and listened intently. He did not spesk until Chan, giving details of the expedition,
added, "abig, powerful ship, but with your typica crew: military people and scientigts.”

Danny snorted. "And you thought, what will anybody get out of adim bunch like that? Nothing. So why
not give the old brigade, hand-picked and perfectly matched, a chance to do what we once planned? It's
been twenty years, but if we can find the team and get it together, we have it made. It's even better than
last time, because we don't have to scrape around to pay for aship and crew. The government will
provide uswith aship and abunch of goons and gofers, for free."

"Asusud, you're ahead of me. How doesit sound?'

"Interesting. Another shot at the universe, the whole candy-bag, that soundsfine. Of course, compared
withthis "— Danny's wide-flung arms encompassed and dismissed the whole of Mars, quietly fading into
futility asthe once-open road to the stars remained blocked—" anythingtends to look better than this. So
it'stempting to close your eyes and risk your assand hat. But | see acouple of big catches. First, your
Stellar Group buddies say, no violence. That'sal right when you're dedling with them, they don'tdo
violence. But anyone else you meet might not agree. What are we supposed to do if some nasty comes at
uswith ameat-axe? Smile and get chopped?”

"That's probably what the earlier Stellar Group teams did. But they've made it very clear that they don't
intend to go with us on this one. What they don't know about won't hurt them.”

"Fine. They certainly won't hear it from me. All right, second problem. | don't see any funin going al the
way to this Geyser Swirl place, just to be wiped out when we arrive. And everybody who has been there
sofar, near as| can tell, got themsalves knocked off. Why will we be any different?’

"For onething, well defend oursaves, which the Tinkers and Pipe-Rillas and Angelswouldn't do. And
asfar asthe human team goes, we're smarter. From everything that I've been able to find out, the man
who led the human team was arich idiot who couldn't find his asswith both hands."

"But the diensaren't fools. And they're cautious.”

"Wewill be cautious, too. And wewill have new information. After the two ships disappeared with
Tinkers, Pipe-Rillas, and Angels on board, the Angels did a survey—remotely, of course—of the whole
Geyser Swirl. We will havethat survey, every last image and data byte, so well know exactly where
every star and planet and gas cloud is and what the possible dangers are. But 100k, before we get into
detailslike that, | have to know. Areyou in or are you out?"'

"You ask methat, after seeing what it'slike here?' Danny's thin eyebrows rose high on hiswrinkled
forehead. "After the big Q, the quarantine, everything on Mars headed straight down the toilet. Of course
I'min. I'm so far in you'd not get me out with forceps and a bucket of cold water. But you'll need more
than just me."

"Sure. We need the whole team, or as closeto it as we can get. We don't have much time, either—the



Hero's Return leavesin less than two weeks. I've dready started looking, but what do you hear about
the gang?’

"Old news, mogtly. Let'ssee” Danny leaned back on therickety chair, closed hislipstight and puffed air
behind them so that he looked even more like a chimpanzee, and held up hisleft hand, fist closed. After a
few moments he lifted the index finger and went on, "Number one: Chrissie Winger. She's your best bet,

even though it'salong journey. | saw apublicity release about Chrissie lessthan ayear ago. She has her
own magic show, big success, touring the Oort and making 'em gasp.”

"One of uswill have to makethetrip out and talk her into coming. What else?'

"Number two: Tully OToole. | heard from him maybe five years back. He was on Europadoing
God-knows-what. As much the dreamer and the wild man as ever, but Tully the Rhymer still picksup a
new language as easy as| pick up aglass.”

"Or awoman."

"| told you, Leonora Codlett is abusiness associate.”

"l won't argue. Who €lse?"

"Wll, there's Deb Bisson.” Danny glanced uncertainly at Chan Ddton. "She's on Europa, too, easy
enough to find. If yourewilling torisk it. | mean, youand she. . ."

"Well befine. Sheand | got over that along time ago." Chan grimaced. "' hope.”
"Still awegpons madter, is she?'

"That's not the sort of thing you advertise. But could you imagine a Deb who wasn't?”'
"I could not. But I'll tell you onething, I'll not be the one who visits her to find out.”

"I know, | guessI'm stuck withit. All right, four and five. What do you hear about Tarbush and the
Bun?'

"I can only help with one of them. Nothing on the Bun. Tarbush Hanson till does his strongman stunts
and histalking-to-animals act, and last | heard, three or four years ago, he was out in the Oort, too."

Chan nodded. "He was. I'm abit ahead of you on this. Tarbush and Chrissie Winger teamed up afew
years ago and there's agood chance they're il touring the Oort Cloud together. Did you ever figure out
how Tarbush doesit?"

"No. So far asI'm concerned the easiest answer isthe one he gives people: Tarbush can talk to animals.
We never had the chanceto find out if he can talk to diens, too, the way he clams.”

"Maybe well find out in the Swirl—if we get him that far. Asfor the Bun, I'm like you. I've drawn atota
blank. I know hewas at the VVulcan Nexus for awhile, and that's not a place you can easily hide aman.
But | sent atrace, and it came backname and identification unknown ."

Danny sniffed and afrown grew on the wrinkled and tanned forehead. "Did you try hisred name?|
know he hatesit, but he may beusing it."



"Bonifant Rombelle? Y eah, | tried that. | aso tried the Bun, and Bunnyfat Ramble."

"How about Sefior Bonifant and Buddy Rose? I've seen him sign that way."

"| tried those too. Tried everything | could think of. All the old ones, plusafew variations. Nothing. The
common view on the Vulcan Nexus was that the Bun went outside with inadequate thermal protection
and frizzled. Half an hour at those solar flux levelswould bake you down to the bones. All you'd find in
the suit would be amess of blood and liquid fat.”

"Do you mind?I'd liketo eat breskfast in afew hours, but | won't if you talk like that."

"Sorry. Anyway, | said that'sthecommon view. | didn't say it'swhat | think."

"Y ou have another theory?'

"Y es. There's one other detail you need to know. At the time that the Bun vanished he was close to big
trouble. Someone had cracked the Nexus code for solar activity prediction, and been caught doing it.
Doesthat sound like the Bun, or doesn't it?'

"Doesindeed. Only man | ever heard of could make aworking laser out of adog collar, agrandfather
clock, and the lower set of your Grandpa's dentures. He could fixanything . Be worrying, working
without the Bun." Danny stood up. "1 dways thought someone like him was an essentia part of our
team—and therewas no onelikethe Bun."

Chan gtared a him. "Y ou thinking of backing out?'

"Héell, no. Y ou know what they say: Ther€'s nobody indispensable but thee and me; and I'm not too
sure of thee . If we have to manage without the Bunny-man, well do it. But you were talking tight time
schedules, and it ssemsto mewe have to start lining up our other team members right now.”

Chan nodded. "We do. So where do you think you're going?'

Danny Casement was moving toward the door. "To say my sorrowful good-byes."

"To Leonora Codett?!

"Her, and one or two others of my investors. Make that three or four."

"And return their money?'

"Mease! Let's bereasonable. Ask yoursdlf, what could they possibly buy with their money asvauable as
what | provide? Go ahead, make the travel plans.” Danny sighed. "I can leave tomorrow, but don't look

for metill then. Thisisgoing to be onelong day. And night.”

Chan nodded without sympathy. "Y ou can deep all you want—once we're on the way to the Geyser
Swirl."



/. THE OCEANS OF
LIMBO

Bony was no deep-seadiver; still lesswas he abold explorer. As hetook that first, possibly fatal step,
he paused and looked down.

The base of Airlock Number Two sat about three meters from the bulbous rounded end of theMood
Indigo. That base was where the drive unit was housed, and as the heaviest part of the ship it had hit the
seabed first when the vessdl drifted down through the water. Bony could see, directly beneath him, a
broken array of sharp-pointed gold-and-green shafts, two meterslong and scattered like toothpicks by

the impact.

He held the sde of the hatch and lowered himsdlf dowly through the opening. When he wasin water up
to hiswast, he hesitated. He had stated, very confidently, that the chemical properties of deuterium oxide
were the same as those of ordinary water. But was that true? Was heavy water just like regular water for
al normal purposes, except for its greater density? Bony thought so, but he was no more atrained
chemist than he was atrained engineer. Also, he could not tell how strong those pike-like stems beneath
him were. He had to be sure that he didn't impale himself on onethat still stood upright.

"Areyou dl right?' said Liddy'svoicein hishemet.

"Yes. Just being cautious.” Bony had another thought. "I've redlized something: radio signas designed for
space or air usewon't travel through water. Once I'm immersed we won't be able to talk to each other.
Don't worry, though, I'll bedl right.”

| hope. Bony lowered himsdlf farther. Mid-chest. Shoulders. Chin-leved, nose-leve, eye-level. Hewas
fully immersed, staring into limpid depths. Was thiswhat the oceans on Earth or Europalooked like? He
had never been totally under water before, so he had nothing with which to compare. The water had a
bluer tinge than he had expected. All the old talk about "the deep blue sea,” and it redly was. After
hanging for afew seconds, he released his hold on the sde of the hatch.

He was ready for asudden drop. Instead, nothing seemed to happen. Another disturbing thought crept
into Bony's head. Heavy water was quite a bit denser—eleven percent denser—than ordinary water.
Supposethat he, in his suit, waslighter than the salty heavy water that he displaced? Then instead of
falling to the seabed he would rise toward the surface. He did not know if he could use his suit'sthrustors
under water. If he went up, he might have no way to return to the ship.

And then he redlized that he wasin fact drifting downward, so dowly that he had time to tap on the
lowest port of theMood Indigo when hereached it, and till be there to wave reassuringly to Liddy when
she hurried over to look out. She mouthed at him, he was not sure what. "Be careful,” that seemed clear
enough. But the rest of it?"Don't something-or-other.”

Whatever it was, he would try not to. Bony turned his attention downward. He was just ameter above
the surface, and there was no way that he could avoid landing on the flattened pikes. He was lucky to be
S0 close to the ship, because a couple of metersfarther out the thicket of spears still jutted upright.

The final impact was feather-soft. Even 0, as his boots touched the spikes they crumbled to acloud of



dust that rose up al around him. They seemed like crystds, infinitely delicate and fragile. Bony redized
that he had never been in amoment's danger.

Danger from the spears, that is. Bony stared a ong the gentle dope of the seabed, and as he did so the
light around him dimmed. Just as quickly, it brightened back to itsearlier level. Bony looked up. Far
above him he saw avague tri-lobed outline, moving away. Something huge, in the water or above its
surface, had passed over his head.

Bony shivered. The smart thing to do wasto return at once to theMood Indigo . He had made his point.
He had proved that they could leave the ship and make necessary modificationsto the auxiliary drive,
enough to dlow them to leave Limbo's ocean floor. But Bony could see better now, asthe dust from
shattered pikes settled in the still water. The ship had landed in the lowest part of what seemed to be an
underwater valey, right where the standing spears grew thickest. Forty meters away, the world of the
seabed faded and merged into a sea of uniform green; but just before that, the array of spears ended.
Bony could make out the faint outline of rounder shapes on the dope.

He stood il and checked the condition of his suit. He had air enough for eight hours, ample drinking
water if he needed it, and good thermal balance. He felt neither too hot nor too cold. The light around
him seemed afraction brighter than when hefirst emerged. Assuming that they were on the seabed of a
planet somewherein the Geyser Swirl; that the planet rotated on its axiswith a period to give it aday
comparablein length with an Earth day; and that the planet moved in orbit around a star—1 ots of
assumptions, but each of them reasonable—then the brighter light indicated that it was still morning on
Limbo. Theonly thing at dl abnormal was the tendency of his faceplate to become covered with smdll
bubbles. That must be aside effect of the superaerated sea, and it ought to decrease as the suit visor
became the same temperature as the water. Bony could go quite a bit farther, without adanger of being
caught by darkness. And if he went back now, Liddy would wonder why.

He moved carefully forward, passing across the broken shafts until he cameto the array of upright ones.
Each standing spear was a couple of centimeters across and rose taller than his head. Close up, he could
see abrighter line running up the middle of each. He reached out to take one between finger and thumb,
and at once it shattered. He tried again, with the same result. No matter how ddlicate histouch, the shafts
fdl intwo. Asthey broke he heard afaint chimelike acrystd bell, and the bright line faded within
seconds.

If hewished to know wheat lay farther up the side of the drowned valley, he had to crossthe field of
spears. Feding like aruffian, too ham-handed to touch anything on this planet, Bony pushed hisway
through. He left behind him an avenue of destruction. If everything on Limbo waslikethis, the planet
should be off limitsto humans. It wasfar too delicate to withstand human contact.

At the edge of thefield of spears, Bony halted and turned to look back at theMood Indigo . The ship
had faded to an outline of dark gray. Its dumbbell shape, the rounded bulbous lower part of drive and
cargo hold topped by the dightly smaller ovoid of crew quarters, had an oddly out-of-place qudity. Here
on Limbo it wasthe Terran vessdl, and Bony himsdlf, who werethe diens.

Hewaved, wondering if Liddy would be able to see him from so far away. He fixed in hismind the
contours of the underwater valley, so that even when the ship was out of sight he would have no trouble
returning to it. Findly, he turned and began the dow, buoyant walk that would take him up the dope and
onto the undersearidge that marked the end of the valey.

Hewas dmost floating, but in order to make forward progress up the steep incline he ftill had to put his
feet down and exert pressure on the seabed. A carpet of spheres of dull orange-red had replaced the



standing pikes, and he could not avoid treading on some of them. They flattened, even under his
sea-supported weight of what could not be more than afew pounds; but at |east they did not shatter and
crumbleto dust. Instead they produced an odd wheezing sound, like achesty old man's sigh of
complaint. When he had passed by, they dowly and silently resumed their origina shapes.

Life-forms? Bony was not sure, but his guess was yes. Experience throughout the Stellar Group showed
that life popped up everywhere you thought it possibly could, and in alot of placeswhere you fdt sure
that it couldn't possibly. Therewaslifein the sulfur volcanoes of 10, life in the ammoniaclouds of Uranus,
life on fifty-kilometer fragments of radioactiveicein thefar reaches of the Oort Cloud, evenvird lifeof a
sort coating arid rock shards of the Dry Tortugas. And thiswas dl within the limits of the extended solar
system. When you included the domain of the whole Stellar Group, the variety of life-forms,
life-tolerances, and life-locations seemed endless. Theideaof life on Limbo seemed very reasonable.

Intelligentlife on this planet was another matter. Bony was ready to bet high odds againgt it. Thousands
of worldslay within the two-hundred-lightyear sphere bounded by the Perimeter, and they had so far
produced only four intelligent species: humans, Pipe-Rillas, Tinker Composites, and Angels. Therewas a
debatable fifth form on the far-off planet Travancore, in the form of agiant caterpillar-like cresture
known as a Coromar. The Coromar was capable of speech, which would normally argue for intelligence;
unfortunately its entire vocabulary and interests were confined to finding food and esting it. Bony was as
fond of hisfood asthe next man—probably a good deal fonder than the next man—but as far ashe was
concerned the Coromar failed to make the cut.

And then there were dangerous life-forms. To be dangerous, life did not have to be smart. It merely had
to be hungry, poisonous, bad-tempered, territorid, frightened, or accidentdly lethal. Bony, asan Earth
form, was dmost certainly usdess asfood for any indigenous form on Limbo or any other alien planet.
Unfortunatdly, that was the sort of discovery a creature made only after an attempt at eating had begun.

Occupied by such disturbing thoughts, Bony came to the top of the ridge. He guessed that he had
walked maybe two or three hundred meters and risen twenty meters above the ship'slocation at the
bottom of the valley. Everything was noticeably brighter. He raised his head and stared straight up,
wondering how far he was from the surface. When they first arrived, he had guessed at maybe a
sxty-meter depth for theMood Indigo based upon the pressure outside the ship. But that estimate, he
now redlized, had ignored the air pressure of the atmosphere above the surface of the water. He might be
within ten or fifteen meters of ar—whatever air on Limbo might be. It must have ahigh oxygen content,
because the waters of Limbo literally fizzed with dissolved oxygen.

Thefar 9de of the ridge descended in a shalower dope that seemed to lead to another valey. The
seabed structures changed again. Now they formed clumps of long green strands with thick purple fingers
at the end of each. Bony decided that he had come far enough for one day. He would, if the ship was il
here tomorrow, take a closer look then. He was al ready to turn and head back when he noticed
something about the green clumps. Although their height and degree of growth varied so that they
covered amost the whole seabed apparently at random, the positions of their centerswere not at al
haphazard. They lay long aprecise triangular grid, each one about half ameter from itsthree nearest
neighbors.

It could happen naturally. For al that Bony knew, the separation was governed by some precise
biologica demand for light or nutrients. If, on the other hand, it wasnot naturd, but afarm. ..

Bony sank down on his haunches to examine the nearest clump of plants. He reached out and tugged at
one of the purple fingers. It came away easily and split open like aripe pod, reveaing agroup of
pea-sized objects within. A puff of gas came a the same time, bubbling up into the water. Helifted the



pod to the visor of hissuit helmet for acloser view of the dimpled seeds. They looked like afood crop,
ripely edible—though probably not to humans. One of those might be enough to kill Bony. As he peered
at the clugter his periphera vison caught amovement far away.

They were on thefloor of thevaley, closeto the limit of vighility. Three of them. At that distance, inthe
diffuse watery gloom, he had no way of judging size. Each one was rounded and iridescent, like an
object blown from acollection of different-sized sogp bubbles or afigure made by children from
balloons, cometo life and in its movements oddly ominous. Bony saw—or imagined—around bubble
head supporting bubble eyes that nodded on long thin stalks; a spherical multicolored body;
string-of-bubble limbs or tentacles, that carried the creatures across the seabed as though they were
floating ghodts.

Carried themthis way . By accident, or by intention? Bony did not care to find out which. He had
enjoyed as much novelty as he could stand, and his stomach felt knotted with tension. He stooped, to
provide as smdll avisible target as possible, turned, and started back toward theMood Indigo. Hetold
himsdlf that there were multiple good reasons for going back. Liddy would be worrying about him. He
wanted to see her. He was hungry and thirsty. His bladder was uncomfortably full, and athough the suit
would accommodate such things he preferred the ship'sfacilities. Even the uncertain pleasures of Friday
Indigo's company seemed desirable, compared with that of the crestures—Limbo-ers?
Limbics?>—dlithering toward him across the dlien corn of the underwater valey.

Only onething preserved the dignity of Bony'sretrest: it was physically impossible to run underwater.

* % *

As soon as the ship came into sight he turned to look back. He was glad to find that he left no telltale
track of suspended seabed mud, nor could he see any sign of the bubble creatures.

Even so, the relief when he reached the protective bulk of theMood Indigo and stood once more below
the open airlock was consderable. He didn't fed hungry any more, and the urge to pee had mysterioudy
vanished. He crouched, leaped, and was able to grab the edge of the hatch on thefirst try. His head
came above the surface of the water, and with another upward heave he was sprawled on the bottom of
thelock. He stood up and splashed through knee-deep water to the port on the inner hatch. As he had
hoped, Liddy wasthere. He gave her athumbs-up and started the process of pumping air that would
clear thelock of water. The air pressurein the lock was only thirty percent higher than inside the ship,
and the water level dropped as he watched.

He removed his helmet asthe outer hatch closed. By thetimethat Liddy matched air pressuresand
opened theinner hatch he had his suit halfway off. Sheinterfered with that by coming up behind and
givinghimahug.

"1 wondered where you'd gone. Y ou disappeared completely.”

"| thought that since | was outside and the suit worked fine, I'd take alittle look around.” Bony tried to
be casud. "Whereis Friday Indigo?"

"Seeping, | guess. | haven't heard a sound from up there.”
"Still”? But he's been adeep for—" Bony saw the clock. "That can't beright. | was gone for hours.”

"Thirty-seven minutes, from the time you dropped out of the hatch to thetime | saw you coming back.
Wheat did you find?"



"Lotsof things."

Before Bony could say more, avoice from overhead grumbled, ™Y ou sure make ahdll of alot of noise
down there. Have we sprung aleak or something? 1 heard a pump.”

Friday Indigo came down the ladder. His dark hair was atouded mess, but he seemed in asurprisingly
good mood.

"Anair pump," Bony said. "I've been outsde, and when | came back in | had to pump water out of the
lock. Captain, | think we ought to try to make drive modifications, raise the ship off the bottom, and get
out of here as soon as possible.”

"What'sthe hurry al of asudden?’ Indigo wandered into the galley and came out carrying acan of juice.
He gulped from it noisily. "We have air, we have food, and the ship isn't about to cavein. | didn't come
al thisway so we could turn right around and leave."

Bony wondered if it was bravery or stupidity. Did Indigo have any ideaof their Stuation?"'| see severd
reasonsto leave, Sir. First, we have no ideawherewe are. As| understand the Link Network, it is
impossible to make a Link to a place where matter is present. Even aLink into air requires specid
procedures. But we arrived inwater ."

"All that provesisthat you don't understand the Link Network. Nor do |, and nor | suspect does
anyonedse. But I'm not in aswest because of it. What else?"

"Wevelanded in aplace like none I've ever heard of. The seahereisn't ordinary water, it's deuterium
oxide—heavy water."

Friday Indigo said to Liddy, "Remember | told him it waswater?' And then to Bony, "Soit's heavy
water. I've heard of that. How dangerousisit?’

"Not dangerousat dl. | think. But it's—well,unnatural for an ocean to be heavy water. In Earth's
oceans, heavy water isonly one part in Sx thousand.”

"Precisely why we came. For strangeness.” Indigo tossed the empty can into a trash-squeeze and
rubbed his hands together. "Thisisterrific. Weve found awhole new world, one nobody has explored
before. That information aone is enough to make this expedition famous. And when we get some idea of
what sort of thingsmight be here. . ."

"| aready have someidea, Sr." Bony gestured toward aport. "Things | discovered when | was outside
the ship."

Friday Indigo stared a him. "Y ou sound afraid. Y ou're not scared, are you?"

"No, sr." But Bony had been.

"Y ou don't have to be frightened, you know. Not with Friday Indigo asyour pilot.”

"Yes, gr. Of course.” Bony knew that Liddy's eyeswere on him, and he felt like aspindess groveler. He

and Liddy had agreed that a ship with Indigo flying it wasworse than ashipwith no pilot a al. "Let me
tell youwhat | saw, gr.”



He summarized hisfindings while he had been outsde. When it wastold, rather than experienced with
elevated pulse rate and nervous stomach, everything sounded flat and unremarkable. When he cameto
his description of the bubble shapes, Friday Indigo went over to the port.

"Where?'

Bony cameto hisside and looked at the peaceful forest of green-gold pikes, with beyond them a
seascape fading into blue-green haze.

"Y ou can't see them from here. They were over on the other sde of that ridge.”

"Areyou sureyou didn't imagine them?'

"Quite pogtive." But he could seethat even Liddy wasalittle Skepticd. "They were there.”
"Good. Then tomorrow we'll go and teke alook at them.”

Bony had to swallow before he could speak. "Our weapons won't work underwater. Suppose that
they're dangerous?’

"WEIl bein suits. That should be protection against anything like teeth or poison. Y our bubble-men
won't have anything more than that." Indigo saw Bony's mouth twitch. "They won't, man. Use your brain.
If you're worried about lasers or explosives or projectile weapons, forget it. These are sea-creatures. It's
awdl-known fact that creatures who develop in water, even if they areintelligent creatures, will never
discover fire and never be able to devel op technology.”

Bony wanted to say, "It'snot awell-known fact, it'sawell-knowntheory ." But it wasn't worth getting
into an argument. Even though Indigo was wrong, the captain would ride right over him. Instead Bony
said, "Don't you think it'slessimportant to learn about the bubble-creatures than to get theMood Indigo
working again?"

"How?Y ou were the one who insisted that the fusion drive could never operate underweter.”

"It won't. But what reason do we have for thinking that Limbo—"

"That what?'

"Limbo. This planet. It'sthe way I've been thinking of the place. We entered a Link entry point back in
our solar system, and now we're in the middle of nowhere. Inlimbo."

"Nonsense. We know that we're in the Geyser Swirl. If only we could get alook at the gars. . ."
"That's my point, Sir. Werrein water at the moment, but we have no reason to think that the whole of
Limbo is ocean. There could be land just afew kilometers away. If we could move theMood Indigo
onto land, we could see the starsand we could use the fusion drive to get off the planet.”

"Are you suggesting that we ask your froth-men the way to the nearest land?"

"No, dr!" Bony wanted nothing to do with those floating assemblies of bubbles. "I noticed that when |
was outside and high on the underwater dope, the light seemed alot brighter. It makes methink were



not perhaps al that deep, maybe aslittle as thirty meters. The buoyancy of the heavy water is greater
than ordinary water, because of its greater density. We might be able to float the ship to the surface more
eedly than wethink."

"Not abad idea." Indigo smiled at Bony. "Good work, Rombelle. Of course, before we do anything
with the ship we have to be sure what wéll find up at the surface. Are you volunteering to go out again
and take alook?"

Bony was proposing no such thing. He had seen enough of deep-sea diving in modified space-suitsfor
oneday.

Before he could reply, Liddy said, "Let medoit. I'm no usefixing thingsinside the ship, but I'm surel
can put on asuit aswell as anyone and go up to the surface.”

"Doit soon," Indigo said, "before we have to worry about it getting dark.” And, as Bony tried to hide his
surprise, "Did you think | was doing nothing, while you two were playing your gameswith airlocks and
romping around outside? | adapted one of our light-meters and I've been monitoring the ambient light
leve for the ship sincethe timewe arrived. This planet has a twenty-nine-hour day, and we're more than
hafway through the cycle. That means we have maybe five more hours before darkness.”

"I'll get ready right now," said Liddy. Bony was till staring at Friday Indigo. He had written the man of f
completely, and now here came common sense and atalent for improvisation. Maybe you didn't haveto
be anidiot just because you wererich.

Indigo was nodding at Liddy. "Carry on, as soon as you're ready. Be sureto carry extraweights and
inflate your suit extra hard when you go up. That way, when you bleed away the excessair you'll sink
straight back down to the ship. Thetrip up to the surface will be useful even if you can't seeland. We can
go again after it gets dark and try for afix on the stars. That will answer one other important question:
where are wein the Geyser Swirl."

More sound sense from Friday Indigo. But Bony recaled the shape that had flown over him as he stood
on the seabed, aform like a gresat three-leaf clover. Wasthat at the surface, or aboveit? He found
himsdlf saying, againg his better judgment, "There may be other things up there. Don't you think | should
go with Liddy, asabackup if things go wrong? And shouldn't we take aline with us, so that we can pull
ourselves back if we get into trouble? And if we attach an insulated wire, we can have continuous
two-way communication with the ship even though the radios don't work in water."

Indigo laughed. "My God, that's four ideas from you in one day. Y oure less of afool than you look."
A dubious compliment, at best. But Indigo was continuing, "Now here'san ideafor you. Y ou said you
intended to seeif the suit control thrustors would still work under water, but you didn't do it when you
were outside. So why don't you try it now? Y ou can cruise around a bit on the way up or on the way
down. Maybe you'll see your mysterious froth-men, and find out what they are up to.”

It was phrased as a cheerful invitation, but Bony was under no illusons. He had to go outside again and
face the horrible bubble creatures.

Heturned to Liddy. "I'll come and help you to operate the airlock. Just give me ahaf aminute, then I'll
bewith you."

Bony's urge to go to the bathroom had returned. Thistime hefdt sure that it would not vanish by itself.



8: RECRUITING AT THE
VULCAN NEXUS

Sdamander Row sits on the sunward side of the VVulcan Nexus. Shielded by four hundred million square
kilometers of solar collectors, thereis no visble evidence on the Row that the flaming disk of the Sun's
photosphere liesless than two million kilometers away. Other than the Salamanders, the residents of the
Row need never see the Sun and can remain oblivious of the solar presence.

The Sdamanders themsdves are adifferent matter. As monitors and custodians of the great array they
ridetheir refrigerated spacecraft hair-raisingly close to the solar furnace, skimming low above vast
hydrogen flares and across the Earth-sized whirlpools of sunspots. Occasiondly acooling unit fails.
Vehicle recovery is performed—aways—but never the bodies of the crew members. Those are burned,
what remains of them, out in space by their Salamander brethren. On Salamander Row, by convention,
the names of the dead are recorded but they are not talked about. The Salamanders refuse to admit the
power of King Sun. Other residents of the Row often seem determined to deny his existence.

That istheir privilege. It is, however, a privilege denied to the occasiona vistor. Before an arriving ship
can reach the Nexus and the Row, it must first drive inward until the eye of the Sun fills half the sky.
Although the temperature inside the ship never rises past acomfort level, the psychologica heat mounts
by the minute.

Danny Casement had shed his jacket before they crossed the orbit of Mercury. Now he mopped a his
wrinkled forehead, stared at the port where the photo-glass turned the solar disk to an opaque circle of
dark gray, and wondered how many more minutes to Nexus rendezvous.

And he, believeit or not, hadchosen this. Chan Dalton, worried about schedule, had offered him a
choice: did he want Europa, or the Vulcan Nexus?

"Y ou out of your mind?' Danny, packing the things he would need on theHero's Return and sending
everything e seto sedled storage, stared at Chan. "'If you think I'm going to invite Deb Bisson on atrip
with you as leader, you can think again. Anyone says your name to her, held better be ready to go home
with teeth marksin hisass. Y ou dumped her.You go to Europa.”

It made sense at the time. Chan would go to Europa, find Tully O'Toole, and face Deb; but therewas a
trade-off: Danny had to go to Salamander Row and look for the Bun.

The ship was smart enough to fly itsalf and the only other person on board was awoman. Expensively
dressed, clearly alady, striking in appearance dthough no longer young, Alice Tannenbaum was
big-bosomed and strongly built. Casement prime choice, under normal circumstances. She had dso
shown interest in Danny. Almost as soon asthey had introduced themsdlves, Alice was saying, "If you
have never been to the Vulcan Nexus before, | would love to serve as your persond tour guide.” A little
gmile and asideways glance. "The Nexus offers pastimes that most visitors never see.”

"Ah—er—wdl." Danny did his own sideways glance, to where the occluded disk of the Sun loomed



ever larger. Soon it would fill thewhole port. "'l—er—I—um." After afew replies of that caliber, she
apparently decided that she was dedling with ahalf-wit and retreated to the rear of the passenger cabin.

Wedll, maybe shewas. If the known dangers of the VVulcan Nexus gave you fits, how would you manage
the unknown ones of the Geyser Swirl?'Y ou wouldn't, unless you took abetter hold of yourself. And if
she knew the Nexus, she might be able to save him sometime.

Danny made amighty effort, stood up from his seat, and wandered toward the back of the cabin. He
amiled a hisfellow passenger.

"I'm sorry | was rude afew minutes ago. Thisis quite an overwhelming experience, flying so closeto the
un

"That's understandable. Y ou'll get used to it after awhile." She moved aong the seat, making room for
him. "Where are you from, Jack?"

He had assumed afase name and identity for this journey as amatter of course, without ever expecting
it to comein useful. Danny, who for the moment was Jack Eckart and had better not forget it, made a
more detailed inspection of Alice Tannenbaum. She had to be closeto his age, but she wasfar better
preserved. The skin of her face and hands was smooth and unlined. And she must berich. Those
epiderma rebuilders cost red money.

"I'd say that I'm from pretty much al over." He sat down next to her. "Born out among the Saturnian
moons, spent awhile on Mars, awhile on Earth, awhile on Ganymede. If it hadn't been for the
quarantine, | might be somewhere out among the stars by now."

"That's S0 exciting.” She turned as though to glance out of the port, but actualy to display her profile,
which she must know showed her to advantage. "Y ou make mefed like I've been nowhere and done
nothing. Never to Mars or Ceres, never to the Jovian moons. | wanted to, but my family wouldn't dlow
it

"But you've been to the Vulcan Nexus before.”

"A hundred times. That's different. Coming hereisafamily tradition. We were one of the Nexusfirst
families, involved from day one.”

The Vulcan Nexuswas amgor supplier of power for the whole system, drinking in solar energy through
the giant arrays and sending it out to destinations asfar away as Persephonein tightly collimated
microwave beams. Abundant energy—at a price. Anyone with apiece of the VVulcan Nexus revenue
stream had money to throw away.

Danny was hereto seeif he could find the Bun, not to pursue persond businessinterests. But the urgeto
play the gamealittle wasirresstible, particularly when the target was as tempting as Alice Tannenbaum.
Hejustified his next words with the thought that he would need help if he was to explore the Nexusin a
day or less. He said casudly, "l suppose I've been auser of your service and never redlized it. The past
few years|'ve been on one of the Saturnian moons, and we have abig receiver for energy from the
Vulcan Nexus™"

"Redly." Sheturned to stare at him with wide hazel eyes. "What were you doing out there, Jack?'

"My family'sbusiness™ Danny glanced carefully around the cabin, though the nearest human other than



Alice Tannenbaum was amillion kilometersaway. "I was on Hyperion, busy with diamond mining
operaions.”

Hewatched closdly. Her reaction would decide what came next. Everyonein the system knew about
Raxon Y ang and hisfive-centuries-old discovery on Hyperion. Early explorers of the solar system had
more or lessignored the lumpy, uneven hunk of rock that formed the seventh mgor satellite of Saturn.
Old Yang, with nothing better to do, had landed on Hyperion and followed a surface fissure down and
down and down. Seven kilometers below the surface he came to the upper face of the Y ang diamond.

Even after the clam wasfiled, it took awhile to learn exactly what he had. The Y ang diamond had the
shape of aforty-legged octopus. Its head, seven kilometers below the surface, was dmost sphericd and
fourteen kilometers across. The legs ran out and down, each one half akilometer wide and thirty to forty
kilometerslong.

Mining the Y ang diamond had created the VVault of Hyperion, home to a polyglot melange of industries.
Now no diamond was exported—because there was none | eft to export.

Thefirgt question was, did Alice Tannenbaum know that?
Shedid. Shewasfrowning at Danny. "But Jack, | thought that the diamond was all—"

Danny was ahead of her. "Not theoriginal one, of course. That'slong gone. But afew years ago we had
saigmic hintsthat there might be another one. We organized a private offering, formed a new stable of
investors, and began prospecting. The exploration was very difficult. We were about ready to give up
when amonth ago we struck lucky. Actuadly, that's why I've come to the Vulcan Nexus. We have been
unable to reach one of our larger investors, and I've been sent to find him. If you arearegular vistor to
the Nexus, maybe you've run across him. His name is Bonifant Rombelle. Some people know him as
Sefior Bonifant, others as Bunnyfat Ramble; but his close friends cal him Bun or the Bun.”

"I never heard of him." Alice'sface showed her utter lack of interest in hearing more about the lost
investor. "Y ou say you “struck lucky.' Do you mean you found another Y ang Diamond?"

"Oh, nothing nearly so big. The new oneis smaller, and much degper. On the other hand, this diamond
seemswonderfully pure and without flaws. So yes, it'savery sgnificant find. It will make many people
very rich."

If Alice Tannenbaum owned part of the VVulcan Nexus power stream, she was dready very rich. But one
thing that Danny had learned, early in life, wasthis: people, no matter how much money they had, never
fdt that it was enough.

Sure enough, Alice was leaning toward him. "1 suppose that your origind private offering wasfully
subscribed.”

"It wasindeed."
"Oh, phooey. How long will it be before you know for sure the quaity of the new stones?’

"Oh, we know that aready. The new minewill be every bit as good asthe origina Y ang diamond,
possibly even better. Asamatter of fact . . . excuse mefor just amoment.”

Danny went forward, retrieved hisjacket, and returned to Alice. He reached into one of the pockets and



took out ablack pouch. "A small sample, something | intended to leave with Bonifant Rombellewhen |
find him. But it will giveyou someidea. . ."

* * %

Twelve hourslater, Danny was beginning to change his mind about anumber of things. First, the Nexus
itself was not awell-lit or ahot place. The collector array sucked in every last erg of solar power so that,
nestled in behind and sheltered by it, Sllamander Row was one of the coldest places of the system, as
dark and chilly asinterstellar space. Danny was comfortable with that. He didn't find space at all
terrifying. Second, thiswas, as Alice Tannenbaum had suggested, a place where with the right companion
you could have awhooping good time. The residents of the Row didn't seem to believein moderationin
anything. Findly, there were hintsthat Alice hersdlf, in spite of her regd appearance, might be anything
but alady.

For onething, she seemed to know every low-life pit stop in the five-kilometer sprawl of tunnelsand
chambers that made up Salamander Row, and she apparently had it in mind to dancein al of them
before she considered deeping. She had incredible energy, and when Danny pleaded fatigue and
unfamiliarity with zero-gee dance technique she was quiite ready to cavort alone, or with anyoneesein
the place. Danny was happy to go dong with that. While Alice enjoyed hersdlf he could have aquiet
word with the regulars. There was no better way of making discreet enquiries about Bunnyfat Ramble.

On the other hand, with al his questions he was getting nowhere fast. No one had heard of the Bun,
under that or any other of his preferred names. It wasn't until the sixth port of cal that Danny had even a
sniff of something promising.

"I never heard of your friend.” The speaker wasatall black man with aface dmost invisble behind a
tangled beard. He was swaying on hisfeet and within minutes of find collgpse. The cloud of secondhand
intoxicants diffusing from him was enough to make Danny dizzy himself. The man stood frowning, asif
making amighty effort to think. At last he said, "D'you say he was good at making gadgets?'

"The best."
"Then you ought to go find Firesde Else. | heard talk of afancy datatap with atop gadgeteer involved.

It camethrough Fireside Elsie, but | don't think it was her game. If it was, you can be sure she didn't do
thework hersdf."

“Why?

"Why? Because she's a bleeding Salamander, that's why. No Sally would do gadgeting, it's beneath
them.”

"Can you tell me how to find her?"

"I could, but I'm not going to." The man sat down suddenly. "I'm going to Sit here and pass out. Get your
friend Leaping Lizzy to take you. Shell takeyou dl right! Just look at her.”

Danny turned to find Alice beckoning him from the tiny dance area. Her face was aglow, thetop
fastening of her dress was undone, and her body swayed and undulated to some inaudible rhythm.

Thethingsyou did for your friends.l ought to have gone to Europa and let Chan come here . But
Danny waved back to her and moved forward. As he crossed the threshold of the dance areathe music
and the thumping rhythm, focused on the dance floor and inaudible everywhere e sg, filled hisears.



If you could use the word music for such acacophony. Danny's tastes went back to afar earlier eraof
minuets and waltzes. He came up to Alice, was grabbed, siwung around like afeather, and pulled close.
He shouted into her ear, "Do you know how to find Firesde Elsi€?"

"Now why would you beinterested in a Sdly woman?' Alice put her amsaround hiswaist and
squeezed him until he couldn't bresthe. " Looking for something hot. Too coal for you, am 17

"Theinvestor | wastelling you about. Fireside Else may know him."
"Phooey. Y ou told me| could keep that diamond.”

"You can." God, shewas strong. It was Danny's misfortuneto find physical strength highly attractiveina
woman. He struggled to take a breath and gasped, "But | need to talk to her."

"Next stop but one you'll see Fireside Else—provided you treat menice, I'll show you where. Come on,
Jack, let yoursdlf go. Have somefun.”

Her breasts pushed into his chest. Her perfumefilled his nogtrils. As Danny put hisarms around her, he
thought,What the hell, you only die once. It might as well be tonight.

* * *

An hour later that progpect no longer seemed so fanciful.

Danny had heard the usual rumors about the Salamanders. They were said to be Artefacts, aprize
cregtion of the Needler lab run by the late Margrave of Fujitsu. The DNA mix in a Sdamander was
unknown. What was known was that they bred true, unlike any other Artefact, and the body of adead
Salamander was adways burned to ashes. Self-immolation was the stlandard act for any Salamander
threatened with capture and inspection.

Danny knew dl this, and he had seen pictures; but the red thing was adifferent matter.

Alice had dropped him off at adark and airless cavern with acasua, "Here you are. Thisisthe Fireside.
I'll collect you in haf an hour. Will that be enough time?”

"Should be. But what are you going to do?
"Make surewe have aplace to deep.”

"| dready made areservation at the Crystal Gate."
"Forget it. That'sfor old people.”

Keep this up, and that'll be me."But Alice, don't you think you ought to come in with me? 1 don't know
anyonein there”

"Phooey. Y ou've got atongue." She stuck hersout a Danny. "Onelikethis. Useit."
And she skipped away.

Danny stepped forward into the gloom. Therewerelights, he realized, but they were down closeto the



floor. They were also week, red, and flickering. They couldn't possibly be actua fires, flames wouldn't
burn right without a bigger gravity gradient to encourage convection; but they were highly plausble
imitations

A woman was approaching out of the shadows. Not awoman, a something. No, he had been right the
firgt time. It wasawoman.

"Sdliesonly intheFiresde," she said in ahusky, musical voice. She was close to naked, wearing nothing
but wisps of black cloth across her chest and hips. They emphasized her powerful build and the ribbed
muscles of her abdomen, but that was not the thing that puzzled Danny.

It was her skin. It displayed agranular texture, like alayer of silver paint over a pattern of fine scaes.
Nobody had skin like that. "Sdliesonly," she said again when he did not move or spesk. "Out."

"l don't want service. My nameis Jack Eckart. I'm looking for Firesde Else.”

"Y ou found her. Thisismy place." She held out ahand. Her grip was strong but the fingers were
ice-cold, like the hand of acorpse. She went on, "Who gave you my name?"

"l don't know. Hewas atdl black man, back at the Golden Goose. He seemed about ready to pass

"Louie Lucas. Why'd hetell you about me?"

"I'm looking for afriend of mine, Bunnyfat Ramble. Hewas an expertin . . . certain kinds of equipment.
Last time we heard from Bun he was on the VVulcan Nexus. Louie L ucas thought you might be able to
hdpme”

They examined each other closgly. Her face had athin, prominent nose and a near-lipless mouth. Danny
could see her eyes now. They were black and lifeless.

At last shesaid, "Can you pay for information?"

"Some. | have trade crystd's. How much do you want?"

"Not for me. Y ou make your own dedl. Comethisway."

She led him into the smoky interior of the Fireside, dong an aide bordered by adozen smdl tables at
which silver-skinned Salamanders sat cross-legged. The air held a curious aroma, like burning cinnamon
and sulfur.

At thefar end alittle cubicle sat tucked away out of sght of the main room. The light was much brighter
insde. She gestured to one of the cubicle's benches with an arm that bent and flexed as though it had no
bonewithin, and said, "Y ou wait right there. Y ou can't get service, so don't ask.”

"Where are you going?'

"Nowhere. But | have to makeacal."

She waked away with an oddly sinuous grace. Danny thought of a snake, then changed hismind. The
Sdlamanders were more complicated than asmple human/snake splice. For onething, the eyeswere



wrong. The limbs aso had that curiousflexibility, as though the skeleton was not bone but cartilage.

Could it be a human/snake/shark triplet? The Margrave had been a genius, and Danny had heard of
stranger combinations.

Firesde Elsie was coming back, weaving her way past the tables. She was holding two tall beakers of
black volcanic glass.

"He'sontheway," shesaid. "Don't ask hisname. And here's aFireside specid. Y ou can't ask for
sarviceand get it, but | can giveit.”

She handed him one of the beakers and drank deeply from the other. Danny could not see what was
ingde, but as hetook afirst sp he comforted himself with the thought that she had no particular reason to
poison him. He needed that thought, because the thick liquid coursed down histhroat like atrain of fire.
He could fed it asthe drink reached each separate inch of his oesophagus. His eyes began to water. He
saw ablurred image of Firesde Elsie as she turned and walked away.

Hewiped a the tears with the deeve of hisjacket. A Sdlamander who found it necessary to undertake
sdf-immolation wouldn't need rehearsals, not with drinkslike this available as practice.

But he was no Sdamander. Danny placed the besker carefully on thelow tablein front of him. He
peered into the dimlit room, wondering when Anonymous would arrive and where he was coming from.
After ten minutes he was considering taking a second sip from the beaker out of sheer boredom when a
bulky figure appeared from the shadows and did onto the bench opposite.

"Y ou looking for somebody?*

Apparently they would dispense with introductions. That was fine with Danny. He said, "A friend of
mine, Bunnyfat Ramble. Do you know him?'

Dead eyes sared into Danny's. Fireside Else wasamodd of geniaity compared with the newcomer.
"Depends. You say youreafriend of his. Who areyou?’

"My name's Jack Eckart.”
"Never heard of you." The Sdamander rose and was leaving the cubicle in one lithe movement.

"Wait aminute." Danny had to make an instant decision. "'I'm using that name at the moment, but it's not
the one he knew me by. If hetalked of me at dl, it would be as Dapper Dan, or Danny Casement."”

The Salamander had turned and was back in the cubicle. "I've heard of Dan Casement. But anybody
could say that was his name. Give me proof."

"What kind of proof? 1 don't have any identification on me."

The wide, thin-lipped mouth opened, to show amultiple array of sharp triangular teeth. "If you'reredly
Diamond Dan Casement, you have something ese. Show measample.”

Alice Tannenbaum had laid claim to the last wrapped stone, but Danny aways alowed for emergencies.
Heremoved hisjacket. It took a couple of minutes to work the quarter-carat specimen out from the
lining of his coat. He didn't want to touch the Sdlamander, so helaid the stone on the table in front of



them. "Thereyou are. Take alook. It's genuine.”

"l don't careif it'sgenuine or not. The fact that you have it with you isthe important thing. What's your
guedtion?'

"What was Bun doing, and what happened to him?"
"I can answer thefirst, but not the second. Y ou ever hear of Hare-out?'
"Never."

"It's one of the big games on Salamander Row—there's a betting board right here at the Fireside. Solar
flares can happen any time, so the managers of the Nexus run a pool on flare times and sizes. Now,
computer models can't make a perfect prediction, but they can increase the odds. Of course, they rely on
good inputs. Y ou follow?"

"l do." Danny had run his own gambling operations; he knew the importance of insde information.

"Now, the managers don't want anybody begating the odds. So they make alaw. The law says, it'sdl
right to have any computer model you like, but the input data stays locked up. A gambling group didn't
think that was far—to them."

"Who werethey?'
"Y ou don't want to know. Do you?'

Danny looked into those deep-s¢t, lifelesseyes. "Y ou'reright. | don't want to know.Definitely | don't
want to know."

" S0 this group wanted to put atap on the input datain away that would never be noticed. People here
tried and tried, and they couldn't do it. Not until somebody you and | both know came aong, and he was
smart enough to crack dl the ciphers. Theinputsrolled in smooth and regular and everything wasfine.
Until somebody talked. Y ou don't need to know who he was, either"—Danny noted the past
tense—"but one day the group wasin big legd trouble. And so was your friend. Bun could have stayed
and maybe bluffed it through and been dl right, but athough he was smart he was nervous.

"Heran. Borrowed aship, |eft the Nexus, dropped into alow skimmer orbit intending to ride past and
off to the outer system. But he never made it. The drive misfired and he went right into the Sun. Sent
messages once he redized what was happening. Said good-bye to everybody. Salamander's finish. End
of sory."

Danny recalled the outsized solar disk, flaming outside the port. It was an awful prospect and aterrible
way to die; but something was missing.

"Y ou said you could answer one of my questions and not the other. But now you're saying he's dead.”

"Smart Danny.” The Sdly gave adry laugh like achesty wheeze. "L ogicaly, our friend isdead. But Bun
was smart, too. I've wondered for the past few months. Suppose he wasn't on that ship? If anyone could
rig a skimmer's communication system so it seemed he was there when he wasn't, the Bun was the man
for that."



It was wishful thinking, playing the wrong side of the odds. The Sally didn't seem to redlize what was
involved. There would have had to be more than the faking of a death. There would haveto bean
escape plan, atotal disappearance, an opportunity elsewhere.

"If he's not dead, then where do you think he might be?!

"| can't begin to guess." The Salamander was standing up. "But | know he's nowhere on the Nexus."

Danny stood up, too. "Asfar as paying you is concerned, I'll be glad—"

"Forget it. And forget we talked. I'm not doing thisfor you, and I'm not doing it for me. I'm doing it for
him. I liked Bun, as much as you can like ahuman. If he's not dead, and if you ever do see him again, say
hellofromme."

"I don't know your name."

"You'reright." The slver countenance was split by another sword-toothed smile. ™Y ou don't know my
name. Y ou aso don't need to know it, and you don't want to know it. Y ou'll haveto gowith a
description. Now get out of here. Do you want the rest of that drink?”

Danny shook his head. Asthe Sally lifted the black beaker and downed the contentsin onelong gulp,
Danny turned and walked the length of the room. He could see little after the brightly lit cubicle, but he
felt sure that the faceswere adl turned hisway. Fireside Else nodded at him when hewas closeto the
exit. Shedid not speak. Alice—how long had she been waiting?—stood just outside.

"Oh, dear." Shetook hisarm and the smile faded from her face. "It's bad news, | can tdll just by looking
a you."

"It seemsthat way."
"Then it'smy job to do what | can to cheer you up. Y ou found out about your friend. Ishe here?"

Danny shook his head. Bun was not here, he was dead, a puff of incandescent gases on the surface of
the Sun.

"So what do you want to do, Jack?"

He had done what he cameto do, dl that he could do. Now he wanted to collapse into bed with Alice.
But he could not suggest that.

"I'd like to go some place where | can get acold drink. | don't think | was actually poisoned in there, but
somebody wandered down my throat holding alighted torch.”

"Y ou were permitted to drink in the Fireside? Then you were honored. It'sfor Salliesonly. But | know
just the place for us. Come on.”

Alice did indeed know just the place, cool and intimate and soothing. It had been avery long day. Sitting
across from her, watching her bright eyes and the pink tongue that licked sugar from the side of her glass,
Danny fet himsdf beginning to relax. If only he could get Bun out of hismind. . . . they had not seen each
other for years, but the idea of Bun diving to hisdeath inthe Sun .. . . He fdt Alices hand on his cheek.
"Don't think about it, whatever it is. There's nothing you could have done. Unwind, Jack."



Unwind. Hewastrying.

He peered at Alice, across the table from him, with weary eyes. Quite awoman. A finewoman, rich and
classyand sexy. Hefdt dmost sorry that he had set her up with a phony mining investment.

The second place she took him to was dark, closeto free-fall, and so ringing with Colchester brass that
gpeech wasimpossible. He didn't recdl ordering anything, but a bright blue potion mysterioudy appeared
infront of him. He and Alice sat in companionable silence, swaying together to the music.

Unwind.

There must have been athird place. He did not remember going to it, but suddenly it was darker yet.
Therewas again agravity field. He and Alice leaned close, speaking in whispers. And then they were
gtting side by side, not talking at dl but with Alice'sthigh pressed againg his.

Unwind.

Was he unwound? Y es, he thought so. Now he could suggest what he had wanted to suggest to Alicein
thefirst place.

* * *

Danny did not so much wake as wander dowly up toward consciousness through pink clouds of bliss.
He was lying naked on soft cushionsin alow-gravity setting, and never in hislife had hefelt so rested and
full of well-being.

How wrong he had been to think badly of the VVulcan Nexus. It was one of the most ddightful spotsin
the solar system. Ten more minutes of quiet peace, and Alice could perhaps go about ordering something
to eat. But then, regrettably, after breakfast Jack Eckart would bid her afond farewell and Danny would
leave the VVulcan Nexusfor arendezvous with Chan Dalton.

Eyes till closed, hereached out to where Alicelay in the bed. Hisleft hand wandered around over the
downy surface and found nothing.

So shewas up already. Maybe taking a shower, maybe in the other room making a breakfast selection.
Danny yawned, stretched luxurioudy, and opened his eyes. The bedchamber was large, with ahigh,
vaulted celling. Alice was nowhere to be seen. He stood up dowly, with wobbly legs—it had been quite
an evening, and quite a night—and wandered through to the living room. Therewas no sign of Alice.

He walked back to the bedroom and through into the bathroom. She was not there, either. Ashe
relieved himsdlf, he redlized that he could see no sign of the clutter of toiletries with which hisfemae
companions ordinarily decorated the premises. Alice wasindeed an unusua woman.

Still naked, he stepped back out into the bedroom. He found his underwear where he had abandoned it,
on the floor dong with his shoes. His suit? He looked around. He had dropped that on the floor, too, but
it wasn't there now. Alice must have hung it up in the closet. Good for her. In Danny's experience, rich
women sldom made good housewives.

He walked over to the closet, opened it, and peered inside.

No suit. Then wherewasit?



Hewalked back to the dimly lit living room. Still no suit, but a piece of paper stting on the low table next
to the couch.

A note. Danny turned on alight and picked it up.

Dear Jack (or may | call you Danny?),
What a wonderful evening, and a wonderful night! I will remember it always, but unfortunately |
must now be on my way.

In picking up your suit from the floor, where in our delicious haste we had abandoned it, | noticed
in two hidden compartments a substantial number of trade crystals. The lining also held several
samples of "Yang diamond,” which | trust are genuine. | was obliged to take the crystals, samples,
and the money that | found in your wallet, in order to defray certain incidental expenses of my
own.

| also took the liberty of removing the suit itself. The color does not favor your complexion, and
the cut makes you look much older than you are (or than you act!). Naturally, | needed the use of
your travel bag in order to transport the suit, trade crystals, and wallet.
This suite is yours until midday. Unfortunately | was not able to make payment for it, or for my
meal and a few other triflesthat | purchased and charged thismorning, so | leave you to settle the
tab.

| do not think that we will meet again, Danny, so let me express once more My appreciation for a
fabul ous twenty-four hours. Believe me, had it been possible for me to stay longer | would have
done so.
Yoursin gratitude, Alice Tannenbaum.

P.S In case you should feel an inclination to try to find me, I would not recommend it. It would
surely be a waste of time. | feel confident that | left none of my possessions in the suite; also, as
you may by this time have guessed, my name is not Alice Tannenbaum.

Danny read the note. Then he sat down on the couch and read it again. He had his underwear and his
shoes. He lacked money, trade crystals, diamond samples, and outer garments. He owed whatever was
the cost of thissuite and Alice's "few other trifles.” Considerable, hefelt sure. Alice settled for nothing but
the best.

Danny went back to the bedroom. He put on his underwear and shoes and |ooked a himsdlf in the
full-length mirror. It was no way to face the management, or anyone e'sein the known universe. He
picked up the bed's outer coverlet from the floor, wrapped it around himsalf, and sat down at the suite's
communications center.

He needed to do three things. Two of them could be done at once: arrange for atransfer of credit from
Chan Ddton, to cover the hill here; and contact alocal clothing outlet and have a suit delivered.

Thethird thing would have to wait until they returned from the Geyser Swirl. Then he would tackle the
difficult problem of tracking down "Alice Tannenbaum."”

Suppose that it took along time, and involved aconsiderable effort. Would he till do it?

Danny, dready caling Chan Ddton's persond D, nodded to himself. He certainly would. A woman like



Alice came dong oncein alifetime, and any man would be insaneto let her go.

9: EXPLORING LIMBO

The ocean of Limbo seemed as peaceful as ever, but Bony made a careful survey of his surroundings as
he drifted out of the airlock.

No sign of bubble creatures. Small purple objects like floating umbrellas opened and closed to jet
rapidly away from him, but they seemed more afraid of Bony than he was of them. He waved to Liddy,
peering from the airlock, to join him. While shewas doing it he made sure that the line connecting him to
theMood Indigo was clear, then cracked open the suit'sinternal pressure valve. His buoyancy became
dightly greater, enough to begin adow risethrough limpid water.

Helooked down. Liddy wasfollowing him upward, her dim figure hidden within the bloat of her
over-inflated suit. One of the annoyances of the Situation was that radios meant for space use were no
good under water. Although Bony could talk to Friday Indigo at long distance viathe wire connection to
the ship, underwater he could speak to Liddy only when they were close enough for sound wavesto
move directly between them. That meant they could not afford to get too far apart. He brushed hisglove
across hisfaceplate to rid it of the annoying layer of tiny bubblesthat coated it after aminute or two in the
Superaerated ocean. High oxygen content must help the native sea-creatures, but to humansin suitsit was
anuisance—like moving insde agigantic bottle of sodaweter.

The light level was steadily growing brighter, just asit had when he ascended the undersearidge. Inthe
cumbersome suit it was difficult to bend his head to look upward. He craned back for aquick ook and
fancied that he could make out moving variationsin intengity above him. Wave patterns, travelling across
the surface? That would mean the ship could not be more than thirty meters down.

Before he could confirm that guess, his head burst through into dazzling sunlight. The photoreceptorsin
his helmet recorded an overdose of ultraviolet and modified the faceplate at once to screen out most of it.
Ashefloated at the surface, chest-deep and feet-down, Liddy's suit bobbed up afew metersaway. A
long, duggish wave gently lifted them and then lowered them as they paddied toward each other.

Bony tried theradio circuit. "Liddy?"
"I hear you. My suit showsaredly high light level. Doesyours?”

"Yes. It'sred. Therésthe culprit." Heraised an arm and pointed at the sun. "It'sablue giant type. That's
redly strange.”

"Y ou meanitlooks strange. That's not surprising.”

"No. | mean itis strange. For aplanet around a blue giant star, every astronomer will tell you that there
should be no life-forms. A star can't stay in ablue giant stage long enough for anything diveto develop
onitsplanets.”

"Tdl that to those funny little umbrellathings down near the seabed. They don't seem to know much
astronomy. Bony, can Friday hear us?"



"Only when | have something we want to transmit. Do you need to talk to him? The circuit is off at the

"No. | wasthinking | might fed like saying things| wouldn't want him to hear. Wereredly away from
him for thefirst time, just thetwo of us. Isnt it great?"

Bony had mixed feglings about that. Sure, it was grest not to have Friday ordering him around or using
Liddy asapersonal sex toy. But out of the frying pan . . .

As another wave lifted them he stared dl around, seeking any sign of the winged mystery that had cast

the tri-lobed underwater shadow on hisfird trip outside. He saw nothing likeit, but far off to hisleft he
caught aglimpse of along horizontd line across the face of the sea. Land? Or clouds? Before he could
confirm anything they were dropping back into the trough.

"Liddy, look that way when we hit the crest of another wave." He pointed. "I thought | saw something
on the skyline. Could be clouds—if this planet has clouds.”

While they waited he opened the circuit to theMood Indigo . "Were at the surface, and in alittlewhile
I'm going to try the suit thrustors. They ought to move us about up here even if they have problems lower
down. If | haveto release our connecting lineto give us more mobility, | will. Wewon't losetheline. The
buoy stays on the surface and the beacon will let usfind it easily enough from any distance.”

A grunt from Friday Indigo, and that wasal.

One more device that Bony had made from nothing and his boss took for granted. Apparently that's
what it was like when you had enough money to buy anything, including peopl€'s brains and bodies. Bony
broke the circuit to the ship before the captain could veto his proposal, and made sure that he could
unhook the line and beacon easily from his suit. He was il busy with that when he heard Liddy's excited
voice.

"It'snot just clouds, Bony. It'sclouds andland ."
He stared, but too late. They were again dropping into atrough. "Are you sure?"

"Sure as| can be without going over and standing on it. Seefor yoursdlf. Wait for the next crest and you
can watch waves bresking on the shore.”

If therewasland, it was their best hope of escape. The planet's gravity field was weak, and the ship's
drive should certainly function in an atmosphere.

But which atmosphere? The water samples he had analyzed back on the ship showed ahigh leve of
dissolved oxygen. That was encouraging—the only place it could come from wasthe air at the surface.

Bony glanced at his suit monitors. They were designed to warn if anything in the ambient environment
was dangerous to humans. No red lights blinked. That didn't mean you could bresthe whatever was
outside. An excess of carbon dioxide would not show as dangerous, but try to breathethat for long and
you would beintrouble,

"See?' ItwasLiddy'scry. "ltisland."



He had missed it again. He paddled over until he was again right next to her. "Liddy, I'm going to do two
things. | want you to watch, but | don't want you too close. If anything goes wrong, follow the line and go
back down."

He unhooked the buoy and beacon from his suit, as she said nervoudy, "Bony, you musin't do anything
glly. I wontdlow it."

"I'll try not to. Thefirst thing | want to do is pretty straightforward. If we'reto get anywhere a al onthe
surface in areasonable time, we won't manage it by paddling. We must try our drives. So I'm going to
use my suit thrustors to make sure they work and don't fizzle or blow up or do something eseweird. |
want you to stay right where you are. Don't follow me.”

He swam dowly away until there were thirty or forty meters between them. He used hisarmsto turnin
the water so that he was facing Liddy, and tried to sound more confident than he felt. "All right. Here |
come."

Heturned on the rear suit thrustors, keeping the setting to amedium level. That wasjust aswell. Even on
medium impulse he went racing through the water at adight downward angle. The level rose on either
sde of hishemet and suddenly he was submerged and could see nothing but blue-green bubbles. He cut
the thrust at once. When he bobbed up to the surface he was face-to-face with Liddy and only inches
away from her. The expression of surprise and relief showing through her visor should have been
comica. It wasn't. It was merely reasonable, because Bony felt the same way himself.

He said, he hoped camly, "I guessthat's a success. Be careful when you use yours, and keep it to alow
or medium thrust level. Now for atrickier one. I'm going to let some outside air into my suit.”

"Bony, that's dangerous. Suppose it's a poisonous gas?"

"I don't see how it can be. We know that the gas dissolved in the seais mostly oxygen, and there must
be a baance between what's in the water and what'sin the air aboveit. The big question is, how much
oxygen? It won't kill me, but too little or too much and I'll pant and pass out. Keep an eye on me and be

ready to sed my suit.”
"Bony, please don'.”

"Wemust. | don't know how long we may haveto stay on Limbo, and we don't want to havetolivein
pace-auitsindefinitey.”

Bony made sure that the neck seal wastight, so that the rest of the suit would remain inflated even when
the helmet was cracked open. Theair pressure insde most of the suit had to remain higher than outside.
Otherwise he would sink like astone when the helmet pressure equaized.

He found himself holding his bresth as air hissed from the suit. That wasridiculous, about assensbleasa
man being hanged trying to delay execution by jumping up into the air amoment before the trgpdoor
opened. The whole point wasto get thisover asfast aspossible.

His ears were popping. Asthe air escaped he sank afew inches deeper into the water. Now air was
entering hishedmet. The smell of an dien seawasin hisnostrils. Bony opened his mouth wide and gulped
intheair of Limbo.

Hefelt amoment of dizziness and panic. He was panting, hisvision blurred, and something was catching



in histhroat and burning a hislungs. He thought of Liddy's worries about poisonous gases. Then he
redlized that the strange sensation was dmost surdly the effects of ahigh ozonelevd. That madelogicd
sense. The blue giant sun ddlivered adeet of ultraviolet light to Limbo, and UV had the effect of ionizing
oxygen to form the triatomic molecule of ozone.

The act of rationa thought had its own steadying effect. His breathing dowed. Hisvision cleared and he
saw Liddy reaching up to sed hishemet.

"No." Hetook her handsin his. "It'sdl right. | can breathe. The air pressureisabit lower but the oxygen
content is higher. I'm not sure what the long-term effects might be, but provided we aways go back and
degpintheship | think well bedl right."

Liddy said suddenly, "Fine. It'smy turn. I'm going to open my helmet and breathe it, too."

"Wait aminute." Another big wave was arriving. Lifted high, Bony for the first time waslooking in the
right direction at the right time. He saw ablack mass bulging up from the sea, with anarrow band of
gparkling whitein front of it.

Land, and aline of breakers, no more than afew kilometers away.

"Hold off for the moment, Liddy. If we're going ashore we won't want open helmetswhile were doing it.
I'm going to close mine, then I'll show you how to use the thrustors.™

It took acouple of false starts. Thefirst time, Liddy set the wrong thrust angle. She was driven under
water and popped up forty meters away like the bloated corpse of some sea-monster. The second time
Bony used too high athrust setting. He skated helplesdy across the surface at speed and was buffeted
hard by waves. Over the suit radio he could hear Liddy laughing at him.

The seabed's ascent as it approached the land formed a gentle incline. Waves began to bresk two
hundred meters offshore, and with ahundred meters till to go Bony and Liddy could touch bottom.

The shoreitsalf was ablesk shingle of black and brown stones. Bony waded the final ten metersand
sank to hisknees.

Liddy moved anxioudy to hissde. "Areyou dl right?'

"I'm fine. Just looking for something. If you want to open your suit now it ought to beall right. | suggest
you sit down before you do it—I felt dizzy for afew moments.”

She flopped down at hisside. Bony heard the hiss of escaping air, followed by Liddy'scam voice, "Y ou
said looking. Looking for what?"

Apparently his own discomfort had mostly been nervousness. He would never make ahero. Bony said,
"Looking for Sgnsof life. Little crabs, shrimp, sand fleas, barnacles, stuff likethat." He turned over
handfuls of pebbles. "I don't see anything dive. Not even plants. Do you?'

"Nothing. But you saw al sorts on the seabed, didn't you? Plantsand animals. What doesit mean?'
Bony stood up and gazed farther inland, to where black rocksrose to ajagged skyline. "If it'sthe same

up there, and it'smy guessit is, then regardless of what we find in the seawe won't have to worry about
danger on land. Remember | was saying that you ought not to find life on a planet around a blue giant



dar, because it wouldn't have had enough time to devel op?'
"And | pointed out that the theory is obvioudy wrong. Thereislifeon Limbo."

"But | think the astronomers are half right. Back on Earth, therewaslifein the seafor billions of years
before it emerged onto the land. That'swhat we have here on Limbo. Lots of plants and animasin the
seq, nothing above the surface.” Bony leaned his head back and squinted up into the dazzling sky. "1
wonder if therésamoon?We might find out if we could stay here until dark, but long before that wed
better be back on the ship.”

"Amoon . | thought you said it was the type of sun that makes the difference?’

"A moon causestides. Plants and animasthat livein shalow water close to the shore get stranded by
thetides, and over time they evolve so that they can live onland or in water. At leadt, that'sthe theory."

"Do you knowevery usdess piece of information in the universe?'

She wasteasng him. Bony didn't mind at dl. They were on an dienworld, in the middle of some
God-know's-where mystery region known as the Geyser Swirl. They had no ideahow, when, or if they
would return home—or even if they would get back safely to theMood Indigo before dark. It ought to
be quiteimpossibleto relax. Y et here he was, ridiculoudy cheerful and gratified by the Sght of Liddy
laughing a hissde.

"Not every usdlessthing, no." He stood up, turning to gaze out beyond the breakers. "But when you're
donealat, learning helpsto take your mind off it."

She stood up, too. "Were you done?’

"All thetime, when | wasakid." Bony had been searching the horizon for any sign of the great
clover-leaf shape that had swept overhead when he was down on the seabed. Suddenly heredized the
total lack of logicin hisaction. If life had yet to move out of the sea.on Limbo, no winged creature could
have taken to the air. Whatever he had seen was a sea-creature. "Come on," he said. "Let's take alook
farther inland.”

"Why wereyou done?' Liddy fell into step beside him. "Andwher e were you done?’

"Y ou don't redlly want to know."

"I'll decide that—after you tel me. Come on, Bony. I'd tdl you anything.”

"l warn you, it'snot very interesting.”" How much was he going to tell her, after so many hidden years?
Wi, thefirst part was safe enough. "Y ou seemed surprised because I'd heard of the Leah Rainbow
Academy for the Daughters of Gentlefolk. Y ou shouldn't have been. | wasborn on Earth. | wasa
Gdlimaufrieskid likeyou.”

"You didn't tell methat! You said you'd justread about Earth and the Leah Rainbow Academy.”

"I know. It was a reasonable statement; almost everything else | know came through reading. | wasn't
likeyou. To get picked out and taken into the Academy, even back then you must have aready been

absolutely gorgeous. Y ou know, people say about the Academy—at the Academy, did you—I mean,
did they teach you how to—"



"None of your business. Y ou may find out one day, but it won't be through asking about it." Liddy
hooked her arm through his. " So we have lotsin common. Both from Earth, both born as Gallimaufry

kids"

"l didn't say that." Bony wished they weren't wearing suits. He couldn't even fed Liddy'sgrip on hisarm.
"I wasn'tborn in the Galimaufries, the way you were. And you must have been dim and beautiful. | was

dready fat and clumsy.”
"Lotsof kidsare. No big problem.”

"It wasfor me. My last name is Rombelle now; but when | was born it was Mirambelle.”

She stopped dead, her boots grating loud on the barren basdltic rock of the dope. "Yourea
Mirambd|€?'

"l was. Though you would never have known it." Bony knew the image that wasin Liddy's mind. The
Miraculous Mirambelles, poised and confident, aeriaist builders with a grace and sense of balance that
would shameacat or asquirrd, directing the robot spinnersin their monofilament spans three thousand
meters above the ground. In seven generations, no Mirambelle had ever suffered afall.

Bony felt that he could not bresthe, hislungs were as starved asif theair of Limbo had suddenly lost all
oxygen. Hewent on, "Naturdly, my parents didn't want me anywhere near ultrahigh construction. Not on
the ground, either. Too hard on me, they said. Also, of course, | would ruin the Mirambelle legend.
Better to have me deep down below the surface, where no one would expect to find aMirambelle.
Better to have me hidden in the Gallimaufries”

"But you didn't stay there. Y ou got out.”

"I did. No thanksto the Mirambelle clan, though.” Thiswas the place to stop. Thiswas where he ought
to say no more. Bony went on. "1 got out because of something else. When | was thirteen yearsold |
became interested in remote viewing, and | heard about something that the Duke of Bosny had been
doing. | wanted to take alook."

"What wasit?"
"I'd rather not say." There was along silence, then Bony continued, "He was, well, you know, fooling

around in unusua ways. Doing things| wasn't sure were even physically possble. So | figured out how to
make the equipment, and | built it, and | did the remote viewing. | wanted to see. | mean, | was only

thirteen."

Now shewas staring a him in apeculiar way. Hisingtinct had been right, he should have stopped with
the Mirambelles

Liddy sad, "Bony, you don't haveto tell meif you don't want to. And you probably don't need to.
Anything you've seen or heard about, | probablydid . Oh dear. Now I've shocked you."

"No, no. I've—been around.”

"lwas at the Leah Rainbow Academy, you know."



"Yes. Yes The Leah Rainbow Academy. The Academy.”

"Bony, stop gibbering. Forget the Academy. | lived through it, so can you. Y ou did the remote viewing.
Tel mewhat happened next."

"| got caught. | wasn't as smart as| thought | was, and | had no ideahow many levels of security there
were around the Duke of Bosny. A man cdled Chan Daton cameto see me.”

"Chan Dalton! Hesabig whed. HE'sthe Duke's chief enforcer.”

"Heisnow. But thiswas twenty years ago. He had some connection with the Duke that he didn't
specify, and he had all kinds of wegponsin hisbdlt. | felt sure hed cometo kill me. Hetold me he
wanted to know how I'd broken in, because the Duke's experts told him that remote viewing accessto
the inner court wasimpossible. He made medo it again, with him actualy present, to provethat | could.”

"Andthen hekilled you."

"No. Then he recruited me. Not to the Duke of Bosny's service, but for aproject of hisown. Hetold me
he was putting a specidized team together to go to the stars. He believed that the other freglance
expeditions were doing everything wrong, and he knew better. His team was dmost assembled, and an
inventor and tinkerer like mewasthe fina component. If | could learn what was needed, | wasin.
Otherwise, it would be back to Earth and the Gallimaufries. He sent me away to alittle planetoid caled
Horus, and tried to give me a proper education. It didn't work out too well. Turned out | had to learn
thingsmy own way, or not & al."

"But you must have learned. Y ou didn't go back to Earth.”

"There were other reasons for that. Just before | finished on Horus and found out whether | wasin or
out, news came back from Mercantor about the Guljee Expedition, with al thekillings. The other Stellar
Group members decided it wasthefina proof that humans were too bloody-minded to wander free
around the stars. Right after that they put the quarantine in place. Chan Daton had to disband the team.
Wedl went our separate ways. He gave me my freedom, and enough money to start another life. | kept
in touch with the other team membersfor along time, but when the quarantine went on and on we drifted
gpart and lost contact. With the road to the stars closed, there was no point in thinking of ourselvesasa
team. It was adepressing period for everybody. But you're too young to remember it."

"No I'm not. One of my first memories was the big news that none of the Link access points were
working."

"Not quite that. We could go anywhere within the extended solar system. But nothing beyond a
lightyear."

"Surely the Geyser Swirl ismore than that. Were alot more than alightyear from the Sun.”

"More than ahundred lightyears. That's one of the mysteries we came hereto solve: Why istherealLink
access point open to humans? Well, were here, and no closer to finding out.” Bony waved hisarm
around at their barren surroundings. They had been walking steadily asthey taked, and had reached the
top of asharp-edged ridge. The black rock showed signs of weathering by wind and rain, but nowherein
al the expanse of hillsand valeys ahead could the eyefind any sign of aliving thing. The sunwaslower in
the sky, and soon it would be time to turn back.



"Infact,” Bony went on, "we have other mysteries. How could we come through aLink and arrive in the
middle of the sea? Our mass detector is supposed to inhibit aLink transit when there's matter at the other

He was talking too much, and more to himsalf than to Liddy. He was surprised to hear her say, "And
now there's one more mystery to explain.”

"What's that?'

"Wadl, you said therewas no life on land, and | assumethat included birds." Liddy was pointing off to the
left. "But isntthat abird?'

Bony followed her arm and at first could see nothing. Then he caught the dark moving point in the sky. A
bird.

So therewere birds, or at least somekind of flying anima. He had been wrong about that, and he must
be just aswrong about life on land. Surely aflying form couldn't evolve directly from a sea-creature
without aland form in between.

The moving dot was larger, drifting across the sky on adanting course that would crosstheir own path
far ahead of them. Bony stared hard, trying to make out details of the flying shape.

"| seeatail behind the main lobes" Liddy said. Her eyes must be sharper than his. "And aline of little
dots on the side of the bodly. | think—yes, it'sturning. Thereare wings. But—"

Bony could see them, too. The moving shape was banking. Asit did so, the profile as seen from below
was reveded. It was the same triple-lobe winged form that had cast its shadow on Bony when hewason
the seabed. And something ese. The sun was at their back, and the sunlight catching the underside of the
object turned it to asivery gleam.

"That's reflection from metal," Liddy said excitedly. "It'saship!"

"Itis. Andit'shig . Those 'little dots you see on the Side are ports. But how can it fly, with ashapelike
that? It ssemsto just hang intheair." Bony grabbed Liddy'sarm. "Come on. It will be getting dark in
another hour or two and we don't want to find oursel ves wandering around the sea a night. We haveto
get back to theMood Indigo and tell Friday what we've learned.”

Liddy gave him aquestioning look, but she turned at once and alowed him to lead her back the way that
they had come. She didn't say anything, but Bony suspected that she knew the real reason he wanted to
return to their ship. It had nothing to do with their respongbility to report everything they found to the
officia leader of the expedition, Friday Indigo. It was the fact that the outline of the ship they had just
seen did not resemble any design in use by humans or other species of the Stellar Group. It was not the
product of Tinkers, Pipe-Rillas, or Angels. The ship they had seen wasn't just dien, it wasalien dien.

Bony had asudden suspicion that the land surface of Limbo might offer greater dangers than the depths
of itsoceans.



10: RECRUITING ON
EUROPA

Chan Ddton, hisarrival a Europaless than two hours ahead, was il trying to make up his mind.

It was the classic question; you had two tasks to perform and one promised to be much harder and
more unpleasant than the other. Did you tackle the tough onefirst and get it out of the way? Or did you
postpone, and hope that before you came to the hard part you might be struck by ameteorite, or that a
solar flarewould wipe out lifein the solar sysem?

The angry weapons master fird, or the cheerful dreamer? Deb Bisson, or Tully OToole?

Chan made up his mind—after afashion. Whoever was closer to hisarriva point, that's the one he
would call onfirst. And let's hope that it was Tully the Rhymer, the disheveled dreamer.

The message unit was nagging for attention. Probably to give the ship itsfinal docking instructions. Chan
casudly flipped the switch, then sat up straighter astheimaging region filled with athree-dimensiond
whirlpool of colors.

A shape gradualy coalesced, a bulky green masswith waving upper fronds. A computer-generated
voice sad, "Chan Daton?"

"Yourean Angd."

"No. We arethe Angel. The Angel who was with you on Travancore, the Angd with whom you once
mind-pooled. Such pooling is now permanently forbidden, but are you that same Chan Ddton?

"Of course | am. Can't you tell?

"All humans, unfortunately, look much the same to us. We can now proceed. We are linking in from the
home-world of Sdlora.

"That'simpossible. This ship doesn't have equipment for direct interstellar linkage.”

"Not impossible, merely improbable.\When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains,
however improbable, must be the truth. We assure you, we are linking to your ship. Chan Dalton, we
must talk. We have heard that you are in the process of assembling ateam of humans; in fact, the same
team of humanswho many of your years ago submitted a plan for travel to unknown parts of the
Perimeter.”

"That's—" Chan had been about to say again that it wasimpossible for anyone except himsalf to know
such athing. Herestrained himself. It would merdly encourage the Angd to offer another human platitude
or quotation. "How do you know what I'm doing?"

"An Angel hasthe potentid to smulate the thought processes of any particular human, provided that
there has been enough prior contact. Y ou had amost intimate contact with us. We know how you think."



"Then you're ahead of me. | don't know how | know what I'm thinking. | don't know where I'm going
when | land on Europa. | don't know if | can put ateam together. I'm not even sure | canfind some of the
members, let done persuade them.”

"L et usassume that you achieve those gods. Then we wish to warn you. Without the tempering influence
of Angels, Tinkers, and Pipe-Rillas, your team contains the seeds of ingtability and violence. Murder
cannot be permitted. No matter what you find in the Geyser Swirl, no matter what violence you may
encounter, you must not destroy intelligent beings to solve your problems.

"Y ou told methat dready, in the Star Chamber meeting.”

"That was before we learned one other item of information. After the Star Chamber mesting, we
employed a piece of equipment ableto search for and locate any living Angel within large volumes of
pace a arbitrarily large distances. We applied that instrument to the Geyser Swirl. And we
found—nothing." The blue-green fronds waved in an agitated manner. "Nothing. The Angel who went to
the Geyser Swirl isdead.”

"How could that happen?' Chan was genuindy amazed. The Angels offered acombination of guile,
caution, and resilience that made them practically indestructible.

"We do not know. It is beyond our comprehension. There was no sign even of the Singer's crystal,
which withstands huge force and high temperatures. Therefore we know only this: something in the
Geyser Swirl provides great danger and offers potentia for violence." The upper fronds were waving
wildly. "We are unable to speak more. We wish only to warn you, and to say you must not seek to
match violence with violence—" The fronds suddenly closed to cover the top of the bulbous upper part,
and achromatic flicker of colors moved acrosstheimage. The Link connection was beginning to break
down. "Take care, take care," said the fading computer voice. "Remember this. There are more things
in the Geyser Swirl, Chan Dalton, than are dreamed of in your philosophy. "

Thanks, Angel. That's just the sort of encouragement | could have done without. Chan did not
bother to speak the words. He was staring at an empty image area.

* * %

Europaisonly afourth the size of Terra, but itsice-covered ocean has an average depth of more than
fifty kilometers. The volume of water contained thereisasmuch asin al of Earth's oceans. The
world-spanning sea of Europais deep and dark and the seabed beneath is atreasure trove of metals,
ddivered over billions of years by meteorite impact and melting dowly through and down. The waters
themselves are clear and potable; they are dso uncharted, and unpatroled. They form, not surprisingly, a
haven for some of the system’'s most desperate criminals.

Chan'stask, to find and recruit Tully OToole and Deb Bisson in acouple of days, should have been
impossible. He had hope, for one reason only: since neither Tully nor Deb wasin hiding, the chances
were good that he would find them on Europas single land area. He had examined theimage on the
screen ahead during final approach, and felt encouraged. Mount Ararat was not much to look at.
Europas single " continent” consisted of four connected peaks, stretching in aknobby line over adozen
kilometers of surface. Even thetalest hill was no more than ablack pile of igneousrock in an endless
frozen plain. The encroaching ice pinched low points of the sawtooth ridge, amost dividing the knallsinto
separate idands. Thetota land areawas just afew square kilometers, and like dl of Europait was
subjected to a continuous hail of protons, accelerated by Jupiter's powerful magnetic field. No sane
person would try to live there, and no one did. The population was beneath, in an interconnected
[abyrinth of chambers and corridors tunneled from the rock.



Chan studied the layout, and decided it should not be hard to find anyone on Mount Ararat who was not
actively trying to hide. So now he had to answer the question that he had been avoiding: Who first?

Asthetrangt vessa dropped in toward Mount Ararat's primitive spaceport, he entered the two names
and requested information on their last-known locations. Answers came back at once, pinpointed on a
map of the underground city. One glance, and Chan cursed. He might have known it. Tully O'Toole was
at the edge of Mount Ararat's northern hill, asfar from the port point as you could get. Deb Bisson was
an easy five-minute underground walk from the ship'slanding point. The issue was settled.

What time of day wasit here? Asit landed, the ship's display adjusted to locd time. As Chan recalled it,
Europaand the other Jovian moons used some crazy decima system, dividing each day into ten hours of
ahundred minutes. What did one-ninety correspond to? Late, well after midnight, but how late? He
made up hismind. Hewasin ahurry. Night or day, he must go at once to Deb and talk to her.

Chan went through the landing procedures in a haze of anticipation, answering the maching's questions
impatiently and with haf hisbrain. Expected duration of stay? One or two days, maximum. Import/export
materias? None—unless you counted a couple of humans. Purpose of visit? Chan paused for amoment.
Discussions? Let's hope he was right abouit that.

And then he wasingde, through the lock and hurrying dong awide poorly lit corridor designed more for
automated vehicles than for people. His surroundings were as bare and forbidding as the naked rock
through which the tunnel was carved. He could not imagine Deb living here. No prison on Earth was as
blesk.

But then, beyond the first chamber and bulkhead, everything changed. Even Chan, hurried as he was,
had to pause and ook around him.

Anyonewho believed that dl resdents of Europalived smple, primitive lives should come here and take
alook. The rough-cut walls of black rock had been transformed to smooth white surfaces, covered with
murals depicting native Europan life-forms. The beauty of paintings showing the tube worms and
crystaline arraysthat flourished at the seabed vents was a matter of taste—Chan thought they were
hideous—but they were original, expensive artwork. And there was no doubt about the cost of the deep,
living rug across which he walked. The organisms of the carpet were tailor-made to thrive in Europas
individual gravity and atmosphere. So, too, were those in the celling of the corridor. The soft,
bioluminescent glow that they provided verified that locally it waslate at night.

Chan trod softly, aimost tiptoeing as he came to the next corridor of residential suites. Hewasin an area
that would qualify as high-class dwelling space anywhere in the solar system. Deb, whatever she was
doing, was nat living in poverty.

He cameto awide, solid door. The small plate attached to it readD. Bisson in discreet cursve script. A
communicetion grille sat in thewall at the left-hand side. Chan hesitated. The logical—and polite—thing
to do wasto signd, identify himsdlf, and request permission to enter.

But suppose that she told him to go to hell, turned off the communicator, and would not let him in? He
had come along way to leave without an audience. And he had been the one, back on Mars, who told
Danny Casement that team recruiting must be done face-to-face. It was more true for Deb Bisson than
for anyone.

He gently tried the door. As expected, it was locked. But thiswas anormal domestic lock, not one of



the infinitely variable smart ciphers. For aman who had spent the past two decadesin Earth's
Gdlimaufries, that wasdmaogt an invitation.

Chan had not seen aliving soul since he landed on Europa, but he walked carefully up and down the
corridor before returning to Deb Bisson's door. Everything seemed peaceful. He bent down to study the
lock.

It took longer than expected, but within five minutes he was delicately turning the fina cylinder and
easing the door open. Theinsde of the apartment was even darker than the corridor. He stood on the
threshold for afew momentsto study his surroundings. He wasin abig rectangular room, at least ten
meterslong. Judging from the equipment, with its beams and pulleys and weights, thiswas some kind of
exercise area. The surface gravity of Europawas even less than on the Moon, and if you stayed herefor
along timeit was essential to work out regularly. Otherwise you lost muscle tone and bone mass. The
higher gravity worldslike Earth and VVenus would close to you permanently.

Thefar end of the room held three doors. The left-most two were open, and by the faint light within
them he could make out a hint of comfortable furniturein one and wall cabinetsin the other. He guessed
at living room and kitchen, or possibly living room and workroom. The third door was open just a crack.
It was presumably the bedroom, and it wastotaly dark.

Chan tiptoed toward it. He didn't want to wake Deb up suddenly. In the old days, even at the best of
times, that guaranteed a bad mood. The best way would be to stand at her bedside and speak in a soft
voice, so that she would wake dowly and naturaly.

He pushed the door wide and stood staring into the room. He thought he could make out the shape of a
big bed, with what might be adeeping body lying toward theright Sde of it.

Hetook another step forward. As he did so he was grabbed from behind and flipped end over end. He
was caught in midair and both arms were twisted behind his back. Something that felt like aband of sted
whipped across his throat, choking him.

A voice hissedin hisear, "All right, smart boy. Struggle and you're dead.” The sted band tightened.
"Don't eventry."

It was an easy command to obey. It took Chan's best efforts just to bresthe. He felt himsalf being
frisked for weapons and heard a grunt of surprise. Suddenly he was thrown across the room and landed
on the bed. He hit on top of something that yelped, and as he rolled over and tried to Sit up alight went
on.

Chan saw everything in one quick flash. He had been thrown onto a bed covered with amess of tangled
sheets. Deb Bisson crouched about three meters away. She was naked, her body damp with sweat and
her dark hair inawild cloud about her intent face. Her white limbs were deceptively smooth and
feminine. In one hand she held astedl chain, and the tendonsin that forearm flexed and stood out like
cables. Next to Chan was the man whom he had landed on. He was big, blond, muscle-bound, aso
nude, and his mouth gaped open.

Chan saw the expression on Deb's face change from murderous intent to question to total shock.

"You!" shesad. "l don't believeit. What are you doing here—in my apartment—in my bedroom—in the
middle of the night—when | was—you bastard, what the devil are you doing hereat all ?'



"l need to talk to you." Chan held his hands up in self-defense, because Deb's face had darkened and
shewasraisng the sted chain.

"l don't need to talk to you. Ever." The chain whipped from one hand to the other so fast that Chan
heard it but didn't seeit. Y ou get out of here before | dash your guts out and stuff them down your lying
throat.”

Chan had no doubt that she could do it, with her bare handsif she had to. He eased off the bed and
stood up, very dowly and carefully. He knew better than to smile.

"Deb, | know you hate me. | understand why, and | can explain what happened.”

"I'm not interested in your explanations.”

"l know. And that's not why | came here. For years, | haven't called you or tried to contact you—"
"Do you think | don't know that?

"—and | wouldn't be here now, if | didn't think you would want to hear what | haveto say. All I'm
asking isten minutes.”

"In the middle of the night? After breaking into my home, disturbing my privacy, without even acal to
tell meyou'recoming.”

"If | had called ahead, would you have agreed to see me?”

She did not answer. The chain whistled through the air. One end passed close to Chan's neck. Three
inches more, and it would have severed hiswindpipe.

Cadll that encouraging. She could have killed him, and she'd decided not to.

"Y ou wouldn't have spoken to me, Deb. | think you would have regretted it later when you learned what
you missed, but you'd have hung up on me. What | need to tell you isn't personal. But it is private.”

Theflicker of his eyestoward Deb's naked companion would have been imperceptible to most people.
Deb shrugged and tossed the chain casually to one side. She knew, and she knew Chan knew, that she
could take him gpart without any more weapons than her hands.

"Oldf, if you don't mind." She nodded to the man on the bed, who had wriggled back under a shest. "I
need to talk to this scumbag.”

Olaf stood up, turned his back to Chan, and pulled on his pants with as much dignity as he could
manage. "Areyou sureyou'll be safe?' he said over hisshoulder. "I redlize you know him, but if you
would like meto stay and make sureyou aredl right . . ."

Deb'ssmilewas at Chan, and it was not friendly. "Thanks, Olaf, but I can manage. | wish hewould start
something, just to give me an excuse to snap hisrotten neck.”

"Should | come back later, then?"

"Well see I'll call you."



AsOlaf |eft, Chan began, "If | had known that you had aregular partner these days, | wouldn't—"

"Stuff it, Chan Ddton. Y ou'll haveto lie better than that to fool me."

"Was| lying?"

"Y ou certainly were. Partner!" She spat the word at Chan like acurse. "1 don't have partners any more.
How well do you think Olaf knows me, if he doesn't realize I'm aweapons master who can look after
hersdlf better than anyone on Europa? He's not my partner, he's a pick-up—and alot better lover than
you ever were. So cut the crap. Tell mewhat you want." She was reaching down to lift awhite robe from
the floor, and she saw Chan'slook. "And you can stop staring at my ass. Y ou had your chance, and you
blew it."

"l wasjust marveling at how little you've changed. Y our body doesn't look aday older.”

"That's nice. What am | supposed to do, curtsey and say thank you, sir?I'll tell you onething, 'ma
thousand years older ingde. So get on with it. What's so important that you have to track me down and

dick your noseinto my life?'

Chan sat down on the bed. "It'salong story."

"Y ou said you heeded ten minutes.”

"If | had said | needed an hour, would you have agreed to listen to me?"

"Of course not." Deb tucked her robe around her legs and sank easily to thefloor. "Y ou have ten
minutes to prove | should waste an hour with you, and if you can't you'll be out on your ass. Nine minutes
now—you've wasted one. Better get sarted.”

"We have a chance to put the old team together and take a ship to the stars.”

"Bullshit." She glared up at him with angry brown eyes. "The Link network hasn't worked for twenty
years and it doesn't work now. Areyou trying to tell methat the Stdllar Group islifting the quarantine on

L@I

"No. I'mtelling you that they are dlowing one ship with ahuman crew to use the network with their
blessing. Y ou can be on that ship, Deb."

"I'd loveto. Provided that you aren't.”

"Sorry. It doesn't work like that. The Stellar Group insststhat | be there, because | worked with them
before and they trust me."

"Morefool them."

"They didn't insgst on anybody else. It was my ideato put the old team together. Y ou, me, Dan
Casement, Tully, the Bun, Tarb, Chrisse Winger . . . the way we planned it. Remember, Deb? The
perfect team, with just the mix we needed. The ideawasn't wrong, it's as good now asit was then. It was
the quarantine that stopped us.”



"The quarantine had nothing to do with whatyou did, you son of abitch."

"Maybeit did, Deb. Maybeit had alot to do with it. But you said you didn't want to talk about you and
me, and | respect that. The new expedition isn't about you and me. It's about a chance to do what we
once wanted to do, all of us, and never had the opportunity. It's about a chance to end the quarantine
and open theroad to the stars. Forget that I'll be on the ship. Y ou won't even haveto talk to meif you
don't want to. Think of working with the others again. Y ou and Tully the Rhymer always got on great
with each othe—the Tarbush, too."

The angry twist to her mouth was lesstight. She stood up, came across to where Chan was sitting on the
bed, and stared down at him.

"You'reawily bastard, Chan Ddton. Y oure dill trying to push my buttons. Do you redly havethe
otherslined up—al of them, Danny and the Tarbush and the Bun and everyone?'

Chan cursed hisdecision to visit Deb first. He could seethe look in her eyes. It wasthe old star-lugt, the
way it had been twenty years ago. Shewasturning hisway. If he could have just told her that Dan
Casement and Tully were dready definite, and Danny was even now on the Vulcan Nexus, chasing down
theBun. ..

"| don't have everyone, Deb. | wish | did.”

"Who do you have?'

"Wdll, therés me. And Danny Casement. And, | hope, you."

"And that'sit ?'Y ou absoluteasshole , you don't have any team. Y ou haven't changed, not onelittle bit.
Y ou make promises, and when it'stimeto ddliver you just dip out from under. Get out of my sight.”

She crouched dightly and stood with her arms bent. Chan cameto hisfeet in an eye-blink. Y ou didn't
mess with Deb Bisson when she looked like that.

"Deb, I'mleaving. But if | could—"

"Out thisminute, or | throw you out.”

Chan said rapidly, "Just ten seconds, for one more thing.”

"Nothing you can say will make any difference.”

"Maybe not, but let me say it. I'll be going on this expedition with or without any othersfrom the old
team. | haveto. But it won't be the same, and it won't be as safe. | came to you first, because if you
come on board, | know for surethat Tully will, and the Tarbush will, and Chrisse will. They may not
think much of me, but they worship you."

"That isthe worst crap | ever heard. | haven't seen any of them for years. | don't know where they are,
what they're doing, if they'redive."

"Now who'sthe one who'slying? Tully OToole livesright here on Europa, in the Mount Ararat
Settlement. Y ou have to know that, Deb, this place isn't big enough to hide somebody like Tully the
Rhymer.”



"Sowhat?'

"So come with meto see him. See howhe reacts. If he saysyes, it will be that much easier totalk to
Chrisseand Tarbush.”

"Why should | makethings easier for you?'

"It will only take one hour of your time."

"One hour like your ten minutes?'

"If hesaysno, I'll accept that | can't get the old team together. I'll be out of here.”

She stripped off the robe, turned, and walked acrossto a drawer set in thewall. "Do you know where
Tully lives?' Shewas pulling out black pants and atank top.

"I have alocator output.”

"And that'sal?1 can do better than that. Tully's on the northern knoll, and | know exactly where."
"Areyou proposing that we go there now? It'sthe middle of the night.”

"That didn't worry you when you broke in on me. Of course | want to go now. What's the option? Sit
here and listen to you talk about the old times, and why you did what you did? No thanks." She pulled a
black hooded cloak over her skintight clothes and walked toward the door, smiling asif at some bitter
joke. "You surprised me, it'stime you had asurprise yoursaf. Well go and see Tully. Then | think you'll
agreethat the "old team'’ ideais aload of garbage. Y ou'll be out of here. And | can forget that you ever
camne”

11: THE ARRIVAL OF THE
BUBBLE PEOPLE

Bony wanted to hurry without seeming to. The strange triple-winged craft had not reappeared, but it
might at any moment and they were very visible out on the open rock. He didn't want to frighten Liddy
by telling her of possible danger that might never materiadize, and the only other reason for haste that he
could offer was the blue sun, sinking fast toward the horizon as they came within sight of the sea.

He pointed ahead. " See the way it seemsto be dropping straight down toward the water? Dusk won't
last long here. We must have landed close to the equator of Limbo. Better hurry.”

He did not mention the other thing that puzzled him. The surface gravity of Limbo waslow. That should
mean that the planet was smdll, about the size of Earth's Moon. But then the horizon should be close, as
the planet curved away from them.



It wasn't. His guess was that the horizon was asfar away here as on Earth. What did it mean, if you had
aplanet the 9ze of Earth with agravity like that of the Moon? The obvious answer was that the density
was smal. How small? Bony couldn't do the calculation in his head, but he vowed to passit on to the
ship's computer when they got back on board.

His attention was on the setting sun, the sky which had turned from violet-blue to green, and the far-of
horizon. It was Liddy, hurrying down the pebbled shore, who stopped abruptly and said, "What'sthat ?'

She was pointing to their right, at ninety degreesto the sun. The arc of adark circleloomed over the
horizon. Bony felt the satisfaction of a question answered.

"It'samoon. So Limbo has one—at least one." Bony held hishand out a arm's length, measuring the arc
between hisfingers. Everything looked big close to the horizon, but Bony estimated thet if the full circle
werevisbleit would stretch five degrees across the sky. Earth's Moon was only atenth of that. "It's
huge," hewent on, "or elseit'svery close."

They had stopped walking and stood about twenty meters from the placid sea. Bony felt divided
urges—to watch the moon rise and studly it, or to get safely back to theMood Indigo .

While he wastrying to make up hismind, Liddy spoke again. "If that'samoon, shouldn't it either be
risng or setting? It's not doing either. And it doesn't look like amoon to me. | can see afunny sort of
pattern onit. Can't you?"

Now that it was pointed out to him, he could. The circular arc displayed adow dilation and contraction,
like the pupil of avast eye. He could see moving color patterns, fringes of green and orange and yellow
and blue. And Liddy was absolutdly right; the object, whatever it was, was not moving relativeto the
horizon. But surely, if it had been there when first they left the ship and rose to the surface, they would
have noticed it.

"Lookbelow thewater,” Liddy cried. "Y ou can seeit there, too."

Thecircledidn't end at the waterline. The same pattern of expansion and contraction, much fainter,
showed underneath. Asthe sun dipped toward the horizon and the light became less intense, you could
pick out part of the circle even under water. It seemed to have its own source of illumination. And right
between the two, at the surface, anarrow band of steam or white smoke created aline of brightness. The
line rippled and shimmered asthough it was the Ste of intense turbulence, afurious mixing and blurring of
ar and water.

"What isit?" Liddy asked. And Bony—Mister Know-it-all himsdlf, who prided himsdlf on having
answersfor everything—couldn't even offer aguess.

"l don't know." He made adecision. Despite its apparently peaceful appearance, Limbo had more
potential dangers than he could imagine. "We can talk about what we've seen when we're back insde the
ship. Comeon, Liddy. Suitsclosed.”

He led the way into the water, over-inflating the suit as he went to make sure that it would float. The
unfamiliar cramped fedling around hisbelly and chest was proof that the pressure wasincreasing. He
turned to Liddy, now an overstuffed roly-poly figure who nodded to him behind her visor. He turned on
his suit thrustors at alow level, and side by side they coasted out to where the beacon till emitted its

steady call.



Asthey went he became increasingly pleased that they had | eft the shore when they did. From thisangle
the sun was even lower in the sky. The seawas cam, but submerged in water up to his neck he found
vighility increasingly difficult because of reflected glints on the surface. Without the directiona radio feed
from the beacon they would never make visua contact.

And then there was anew worry. Although the seawas calm he could fed the pull of acurrent. It was
urging them in the direction of the rainbow eye.

"Canyoufed that?'
"The current. Bony, it's getting stronger.”

"I know. Angle your thrustors and give them higher power. Let air out of your suit. Don't worry if we
lose radio contact when we go under. We should be close enough now to see the ship. Look down as
you go."

No point in mentioning hisown worry, that with the sun setting itslight would no longer penetrate al the
way to the seabed. Bony released excess air, switched the thrust of his suit to high level, and drove down
into blue-green water. He could sense the pull of the current, wesker now, and he could make out the
shape of Liddy's suit afew meters ahead of him. He could not see any sign of theMood Indigo .

Unexpectedly, Liddy veered off to theright. Her eyes were exceptionally sharp, he knew that. Maybe
she had caught sight of the ship and was heading in that direction. In any case, he didn't want to lose
contact. Bony changed the angle of his own drive thrustors and dived to catch up.

Hewaslooking for the ship, but what hefindly saw wasafaint blur of light. He swore a hisown
stupidity. Of course that's what they would see, the ship'sinterna lights shining out of the ports. Friday
Indigo wouldn't be sitting in darkness. The light became steadily brighter, and finally Bony could make
out its source, the bulbous, bottom-heavy shape sitting quietly on the seafloor. He had never in hislife
expected to be so pleased at the prospect of Friday Indigo's company. He came up behind Liddy and
watched as she went under the airlock and up to its open hatch. He took haf aminute more, reding in
the surface beacon and its connecting line. He had dready worried that it might have been noticed by
whatever or whoever flew that strange tri-lobe aircraft through the air of Limbo. Then he joined Liddy,
heaved himsdf into the lock, and sat panting on the edge of the hatch. It was good to be there, but he
wouldn't fed fully safe until thelock had cycled and he was once more inside the ship with both outer and
inner hatches closed.

Friday Indigo was waiting for them as they emerged into the cabin of the ship—but he didn't wait long.
Bony could tell that the captain was angry or nervous because his mouth was twitching. Bony hardly had
his helmet open before Friday Indigo wasin hisface, shouting, "'For God's sake, Rombelle, do you
realize how long you've been gone? Hours and hours, without one damned signa back to me. You'd
better have an explanation. And it had better be alot more than you were just farting around on the
surface up there.”

"It was." Bony fdt energy going out of him, likethe extraar bleeding out of hissuit. With hishemet il
on his head and the body unit of his suit unopened he flopped down onto adrive housing. "I'm going to
tell you what we saw. I'm not going to try to explainit.”

"You'll dowhat | tell you to do. | don't pay you to be arobot or aparrot.”

"I don't trust my own judgment, gir, that'swhy | don't want to guess at explanations. I've been wrong



about so many things about this planet. I'll give you an example. Wefound land.”
"That'sgrest!"

"I thought so—at firdt. It'sjust afew kilometers from here, bare black rock with no sgn of life. So |
concluded there must be no land life, that plants and animal s hadn't emerged from the seayet. Then we
saw something flying, and | decided that 1'd been wrong. | couldn't imagine aflying form emerging
directly from asealifeform.”

"Then you weren't thinking straight. Haven't you heard of flying fish?"

"| thought of that—Iater. But it didn't matter, because thiswas nothing like afish, and we redized that it
wasn't abird or an animdl, either. It was somekind of aircraft. But it was like nothing I've ever seen
before.”

"Goddamn it!" Indigo's dark brows lowered into afrown and he thumped the cabin wall with his open
palm. "That's terrible news. It means we don't have this place to ourselves. Weve been beaten to it. One
of the Stdlar Group expeditions came through dive."

"I'd loveto think youreright, Sir, but | don't believe you are. The flying machine wasn't like any aircraft
or gpacecraft in the solar system, but it aso wasn't like anything else | ever saw or heard of. Like nothing
indgde the whole Perimeter.”

To Bony, that was bad news. Friday Indigo obvioudy didn't agree. He was grinning hugely. "If you're
right, we\ve got it made. Can't you seeit? A new planet, anew intelligent species, new technology like
nothing you've ever seen. And nobody but us knows athing about it! Well go up there, tak to whoever
runsthe flying machine—this ship has the best universal trandator that you can buy—and go homewith a
negotiation position you wouldn't believe.”

"If we can get home. That's another thing. There may be away. Aswe were coming back, Liddy and |
saw something that we fed sure wasn't there when we | eft the seato take alook ashore.”

AsBony stripped off his suit he described the rainbow-hued arc. It was difficult to find wordsfor
something so unfamiliar, the partid circle with its darker and poorly defined extension under the water.

"Whenwe saw it," hesaid, "I couldn't think what it might be. But as| sat puffing and panting on thelock
hatch, | had anidea. Thething lookslikeacircle, but actualy it must be aspherica region. | believe that
it'saLink access point—the same one we came through to get here.”

"Nonsense." Friday Indigo glared at Bony. "Y ou can't possibly have a Link access point in water."

"Weve never seen one before, | know that. But we did get here somehow, and we have no other
candidates. If thisisone, it isn't open aways. It wasn't there earlier today. But if it'saLink access point
and we can get theMood into theright place at the right time, we can go home.”

"Go home?" Indigo wasinfuriated. Y ou talk of going home—when we haven't done asingle thing thet
we came hereto do. | want to find out al about this planet! | want to know everything here that's
vauable! You saw just atiny bit, as much asyou could walk to in acouple of hours, and dready you talk
of leaving! Wdll, forget that idea. 1t'stoo late tonight, but tomorrow when it'slight well head outside
again and make another trip to land. Thistime well be better organized, and well take plenty of
instruments. And before we're done with this damned place, I'll know it inside out. I'm going to find that



flying vehicle you saw. I'm going to take aclose-up look at it. Maybe I'll even take it back with me."
Indigo was stamping up and down the cabin. "Rombelle, youre afool. Y ou just don't get it. Thisplace,
Limbo or whatever you want to cal it, isopportunity ."

Bony stared at the captain. It was the recklessness of ignorance, the confidence of aman who had
away's been able to buy himsdlf out of trouble. How did you persuade arichidiot like Friday Indigo that
the biggest opportunity anew world offered was often the chance to be killed in unpleasant ways?

"It'snot just theland areq,” Liddy said quietly, before Bony could find atactful way of phrasing what
wason hismind.

It was the first time she had spoken since she and Bony had entered the ship, and Indigo at once made a
dismissve gesture of hishand. "Keep out of this. Y ou weren't brought aong on thistrip to think, so shut

up.”
"| fed sureyou'll want to hear this, Friday."
"It had better be good, girl, or you'reinred trouble.

"I don't know if it'sgood or not; but it'simportant.” Liddy turned to Bony. “"When we | eft the surface and
dived underwater to look for the ship, did you see anything unusua ?*

Bony had seen very little. The swirl of blue-green past his visor, astream of air bubblesfrom Liddy's
suit. He shook his head.

"Wadll, | did." She paused, and thistime Friday Indigo waited. "We were diving, but | wasn't surewhere
theMood might be, so | wastrying to keep an eye openin al directions. Then | saw alight under the
water. For amoment | felt surethat it came from this ship—I mean, what else could it be?—and | was
reedy to turnin that direction. But it didn't look right. It wasn't just alight or two, like our lights shining
through the ports. It was more like a.column of lights, strung out in agiraight line. 1t seemed like they
pointed a something. | followed the line of them with my eye. | saw the lights of theMood Indigo, and
then the ship itsalf Sitting on the seabed. And | turned to head in thisdirection, and Bony and | came
aboard.”

Indigo was sillent for amoment, then he said to Bony, "Rombelle, didyou see any of this?'

"Nothing." And, at Friday Indigo's contemptuous snort, "But | don't see nearly aswell as Liddy, under
water or aboveit."

"Yeah, yeah," Indigo said grudgingly. "She's got great eyesight, I'll grant you that. But aline of lights,
under water? Give me abreak.”

Bony turned again to Liddy. "Can you tell uswhere the thing you saw was, relative to where we are
now?'

"l think it wasin that direction.” She pointed to one side of the cabin. The three of them went to the port
and crowded around it.

"Do you see anything?' Indigo asked. "I don't."

"Nor do|." Bony turned to Liddy. "How about you?'



"Nothing."

"So you imagined things," Friday Indigo said. "I warned you not to waste our time. Don't try thinking,
Liddy, it doesn't suit you. | brought you adong for your body, not your brains."

"Now you wait aminute." Bony felt his head ready to explode. He was going to hit Indigo unlesshe
could find adigtraction. "There might be something there. It's difficult to see outside when the cabin lights
are on. Suppose we turn them off."

"Suppose we do. Well ill see nothing.” But Indigo went across to the console, and amoment later the
cabin lights dimmed.

"Just as| expected,” Indigo said in the darkness. "Pure imagination. Y ou and your damn lights, Liddy.
Youdidntsee..." Hisvoicefaded.

The sun had s&t, and itslight no longer diffused down from above. TheMood Indigo satinaslent,
stygian gloom. But far away, so faint that one moment it ssemed to be there and in the next the eye had
logt it, atiny splinter of light shone wanly through the green water.

"Thereitis" Bony said breathlesdy. "Liddy, you said you saw acolumn of lights”

"That'swhet it looked like from above. But they were dl pointing in this direction, so from here they line
up. | can still make out about adozen of them, only not so clearly.”

They were dlent for along time, peering into darkness, until Liddy added, "I can't be sure. But | think
they're moving. Yes, they are.”

Bony stared until hiseyesfelt ready to pop out of hisskull. It wasno good. To him, it was till asingle
blur of light. Indigo must have been in the same Situation, because he said quietly and without skepticism,
"Moving how, Liddy?"

"Moving thisway. Look, can't you seethat one of them is dightly ahead of the others?'

Liddy must have eyeslike an eagle. Bony couldn't see any such thing. But then, suddenly, he could. The
sngleline of light resolved itself into separate points. Hetried to count them, but lost track when he
reached ten. The splinter of light had at first been blue-green, now its separate points shone with a
ydlower glow. And each point was dowly brightening. Wasit hisimagination, or were they also moving
up and down?

"They're coming thisway," said Liddy. Her voice was cam, but Bony felt her hand take hisin the
darknessand grip it hard. "1 wasn't sure before, but now | am. They seemed to point toward the ship
when | first saw them, because they were moving in singlefile. And they ill are”

"You'reright." Indigo sounded anything but calm. "I can see them, too. If they keep up that speed they'll
be here in another few minutes. Thank God | installed weapons on the ship, just in case. Rombelle—"

"We're under water, Sir. Fire wegponsin our Stuation, and well be morelikdly to blow ourselves up
than anything dse”

"Well, we have to do something. If we're attacked we can't just Sit here.”



"I don't think we have to worry too much." Bony offered that reassurance more for Liddy's benefit than
because he believed it. He went on, "Remember, these are sea-crestures. Even if they areintdlligent, they
won't know about fire or have the technology to develop explosives or projectile wegpons.”

Bony didn't fully believe what he said. Nor, judging from the grunt from the darkness, did Friday Indigo,
but there was a certain perverse pleasure in quoting the other man's own words back to him.

"Thelightsare being carried,” Liddy said suddenly. "They are some sort of oblong balls, dl filled with
light."

"Bioluminescent,” Bony added. To him they were gtill shapelessblobs. "That's what you would expect in
marine organisms, some form of phosphorescence or bioluminescence. Y ou wouldn't expect ordinary
combustion.”

"Stuff your combustion.” Indigo sounded frantic. "I don't want idiot science lectures. Carried bywhat
Licdy?"

"l can't tell yet. But in another minute or two we can get a closer look—"

"The scopes!” Bony shouted the words, while he groaned indgde at his own menta inadequacy. He had
been peering hopelessy and unthinkingly into the darkness like Neanderthal man trying to see outside his
cave, whiletheMood 's sophisticated imaging sensors and image intensifiers sat unused beside him. He
fumbled hisway to the console, turned on an internd light, and pulled up adisplay connected to the
scopes. A few of them would certainly not work—therma infrared sensors relied on radiation, not
physica contact with the sensors—but visible wavel engths should befine.

Another half minute when he seemed to be al thumbs, and then he had it. The screen showed a patch of
lightsat its center. He zoomed in.

And there they were. He had half known it, even before he thought of using the scopes. Fourteen bubble
crestures—now he could count them, easily—were drifting toward the ship along the seabed. Each one
floated in front of it agiant light, pear-shaped but the size of awatermelon. With that illumination Bony
could make out every detail of their bodies.

The ball-like heads sat on rounded iridescent trunks that quivered when the crestures moved, as though
the whole anima was bonel ess and made of soft jelly. Nothing in the head resembled anose or mouth,
unlessit wasthewide horizontd dit that sat close to the top of the rounded body. Above the head,
connected to it by apair of ddicate-looking fringed stalks or antennae, hovered two green spheres that
were probably eyes. If so they were separately controlled, turning independently and apparently
randomly to point in different directions. The watermel on-pear light was carried easily by four
sring-of-bubble arms or tentacles, and four more waving limbs attached to the bottom of the globular
body carried it easly over the uneven ocean floor.

The whole added up to such an appearance of fragility and vulnerability that Bony felt reassured. The
creatures shown by the scope seemed as soft and harmless as children's toys. But so, he reminded
himsdlf, did a Portuguese man-of-war, with its agonizing sting.

Liddy Morse and Friday Indigo had moved away from the port to stand next to Bony, staring at the
display.



"Son of abitch," Indigo said softly. "They'rered. Y ou didn't make them up after dl.”

"They'rered dl right." Bony had the computer hooked in to the scope circuit, analyzing the movement of
the creatures on the display. He glanced at its output. "Redl, heading right for us, and unless they decide
to stop they'll be herein saven minutes.”

"What do we do?"

Apparently Indigo had decided that Bony, science lectures and dl, was not such anidiot. Bony thought

for amoment. "If they're as soft asthey ook, there's no way that they can damage the hull. But I've been
wrong so often today | wouldn't put money onit. | suppose we could al put space-suits on. But | doubt

if itsworthit. If they can break into the hull, the suitswon't hold them for aminute.”

Indigo nodded. "No suits, then. So what do we do?"

The same question again, and avery reasonable one. But Bony was out of ideas. He had been
exhausted, even before he and Liddy arrived back aboard the ship. Now hefet giddy with fatigue, and
his brain had dready gone on strike. "'l guess'—he looked gpologeticaly at the other two—"1 guesswe
wat."

* k% %

Seven minutes.

The sea-creatures steedlily came closer. Thetension in the cabin grew until it was thick enough to choke
them. No one had anything to say.

Sx and a half minutes.

Bony decided that seven minuteswould hardly fedl longer if you were being operated on without
anesthetics by a sadistic torturer. Purdly for something to do, he asked the ship's computer what a planet
would be likeif it had the same gravity as Earth's moon and was the size of Earth. It asked him abunch
of foolish questions about dengity distributions, none of which he could answer. Hetold it to make any
default assumptionsit liked, and stop bothering him.

The answer came quickly, but it was not very informative. If aworld had the same size and internal mass
digtribution asthe Earth, then if its surface gravity was equa to the Moon's mean surface gravity, its
average density would be 0.91.

Lessthan one. According to the computer, the average density was less than that of ordinary water. But
the whole ocean of Limbo was sdty heavy water, with a dengty fifteen percentmore than ordinary water.
There was no way that Limbo ought to possess an ocean at al. At that planetary density, al liquid water
should have sunk below the surface.

Bony stared at the offending number. Nothing about Limbo made sense. Theridiculoudy low dengty.
The heavy-water sea. The blue giant star, too young to dlow life to develop on aplanet around it. The
Link access point, in water where no Link access could be. And if there were such aLink point, how
had they been able to transfer to it when the ship's automatic protection system forbade transfer with
subgtantial matter present? Limbo smply became stranger and stranger with every passing hour.

But maybe it was about to get stranger yet. In the darkened cabin, Liddy said softly, "They're here.”



It was not necessary to use the imaging sensors and the enhancersto know that. They could seelight
shining in through the ports. The ring of sensors on theMood Indigo stood about four meters above the
seabed, and they gave an excellent view of the scene below. Fourteen bubble-creatures, each with its
light, had drifted to surround the ship in arough circle. As Bony watched, one of them Ieft the circleand
floated in toward the base of the vessdl, beyond the imaged area. A soft thump vibrated through the hull.
It sounded more exploratory than violent, but Indigo said nervoudy, "They're attacking the ship. What do
we do now?"

"That doesn't seem like an attack. No, don't!" Bony spoke to Liddy, who was about to go over to the
port. "Stay here, where we can see them with the image system and they can't see us. | don't think they
have good night vision, because they're carrying lights. But if you get closeto the port they may see
reflected light from your face. Keep your voice down, too. If they can't see or hear usthey may go
avay."

"It'sback inthecircle," Indigo said. "The one who banged on the ship, | mean. They'redl there now.
Uh-oh. What are they doing?’

The giant glowing pear-shapes were dimmer, and the scene provided by the ship'simaging sensors was
fading steadily to auniform gray.

"I don't know how they're doing it, but the lights they're carrying are going out.” Bony clicked theimage
sengitivity range to adifferent setting, and the scene outside again became visible, now in black and white.
"L ook a them. They seem to be settling down. | think the Limbics are going to deep.”

"Thewho?' Friday Indigo stared. "Where the hell did you get that from?”

"We need anamefor them, and they live on Limbo. | think they're probably intelligent, seeing how they
use portable lightsto see a night.”

The creatures no longer stood above the seabed on their bubble strings of tentacles. Instead, the
rounded end of the body had settled comfortably down onto the seafloor, where the array of pikes had
been crumbled to dust by the arrivd of theMood Indigo. At the upper end of the body, the antennae with
their green sphere eyes drooped down to sit on each side of the soap-bubble head. Each had placed its
light neatly on the sea floor, with the wide end of the pear facing down.

The humansin the cabin sat in frozen silence, watching and waiting for what felt like forever.
At last Liddy said, in awhisper, "If they're going to do nothing, why did they come?”’

"l have noidea," Bony replied just as softly. "But | suspect were not going to find out tonight. Maybe
they think thatwe're adeep. Anima s without technol ogy follow the same schedule asthe sun.”

"Doyou redly beievethey'll stay quiet until morning?' Indigo had sagged dowly back in hischair asthe
immediate danger seemed less.

"It lookslikeit. They're not moving."

"ThenI'mgoing." Indigo cameto hisfeet, quietly but with determination. "To my own cabin. No,
Liddy"—she had been ditting with her head bowed, but lifted it as he stood up—"not tonight. It'sbeen a
tough day. Tonight | need peace and quiet, not company. Y ou stay here with Rombelle and keep watch.
And you, Rombelle, none of your damned banging and hammering. Y ou won't wake me, because I'm



putting awave feedback unit on as soon as| get up there. But if those Limbic things of yours are adeep
outside, let'skeep it that way."

Indigo went acrossto the ladder, carrying with him the tiny portable light that now provided the only
illumination for the cabin. Inthefina glimmer before Indigo and the light disgppeared, Liddy glared—not
at Indigo, but a Bony. As soon as the captain was on the upper level and out of hearing, she whispered,
"Why do you let him treet you like that?"

"Who?'

Bony redlized it was not avery intdligent question, given that Indigo was probably the only human male
within ahundred lightyears. But before he could say more, Liddy burst out, ™Y ou're much smarter than he
is. Youdo dl hiswork, and dl histhinking."

"Not so loud!"

Her voice had been rising in pitch, and when she spoke again it was shriller than ever. "Who explored
the seabed outside the ship, and the surface of the water, and the land? Who may have found the Link?
Not Friday Indigo.You did it al. But hetreats you like dirt—and you let him, with never aword of
complaint. Hetdlsyouhe had a hard day,he needs to res—when he hasn't done athing. And you don't
utter one peep.”

Theinjustice of it had Bony speechless—amost. "Mel" He heard his voice squeak with outrage. "Y ou
think he treatsme badly? What about you? It burns me up, the way he talks to you. How do you fed
when he says, "I brought you along for your body, not your brains? How dare he say that? The nerve of
the man!"

"What'swrong with my body?"

"Nothing." Bony wished there were enough light to see her facia expression. Wasthat anger, or
insecurity?"| think your body is perfect.”

"So you're agreeing with what he did. He didn't buy me for my brains. He bought me for my body."

"That might betrue , but it doesn't makeitright . Y ou have abeautiful face and body, but you have a
brain , too, agood brain. You're aperson , Liddy. More than just abody, more than just ab-brain. A
whole person!" He was ssammering in his excitement, and his voice grew louder. "How can you let him
treat you like a b-b-bimbo?"

"And how can you let him order you to keep watch while he deeps? Don't you need deep, too? Does
he think you're amachine, and not a human being? Do you know the only reason | didn't scream when he
said that to you?' Liddy was close to screaming now. "It's because | wouldn't feel safeifhe wason
watch, he'd do something stupid. But | fed safe with you. Indigo and | know we can rely on you to do
anything that's needed. Doesn't that mean he bought you even more than he bought me?”

"The arrogant little bastard.” In hisanger Bony brushed off her question. "Hetalksto you likeyoure a
moron. He makes you share his bed and he forces his body on you. When | think of you screwing with
that mouse-brained idiot—"

"Mind your own business, Bony." Liddy'svoiceturnedicy.



"Itis my business.”

"Oh, isit? Since when?Y ou think nowyou own me, instead of Friday Indigo? Well, let metell you, he
ownsyou alot worse than he owns me. With me, it'sonly an hour or two every few days. | can stand
that, | wastrained for it. Can you say as much? It's twenty-four hours aday for you, every day, servant
and dave. How doyou stand it, Bony Rombelle?

Any thought of whispering was|ong gone. Bony was drawing in his breath for another loud exchange
when he stopped, frozen. He wasfacing Liddy, and over her shoulder at one of the ports he saw afaint,
paecircle.

He reached forward and placed his hand over her mouth. He dropped his voice back to awhisper.
"Don't move. Don't make anoise. TheresaLimbic behind you, right outsde the ship.”

One of the bubble people was floating high above the seafloor, its round head level with the port. Green
globe eyes pressed to the thick transparent plagtic.

"I don't think it can see us." AsBony placed his mouth next to Liddy's ear he could smell thefaint
fragrance of her hair. "There'sjust enough glow outside for usto seeit, but | doubt it can seemuchin
here. | certainly can't."

Hefdt her breath on his cheek, and she murmured softly, "It was the noise, al the shouting and
screaming. My fault.”

"No! Mine, | got carried away. When | think of Friday Indigo—"

"Shh!"

Hefdt her hand on his mouth, and her body shaking. Was she shivering? No. She was laughing.
Asshetook her hand away he muttered, "Aren't you frightened?"

"No. Should | be?’

"I don't know. With dl this"" He made a gesture toward the outside, which he redlized she could not see.
"Uncertainty is enough to scare most people.”

"Areyou scared?’
"l can't say. Thisisdmost too interesting to let me be frightened at the sametime."

"Widl, Friday Indigo isn't frightened, either. HE's sure you can handle anything that comes dong. Do you
want meto have lessfaith in you than he does?'

"He'safool and you're not. He thinksif you have enough money, you can buy safety. He thinks you can
buy anything. He thinks he owns you, and any time he wantsto stick his—"

Her hand was on his mouth again. "1 don't want to hear what he sticks, and | don't want to think about
where." He felt rather than saw her move to his side on the padded bench seat. She whispered, "Do we
redly want to start on Friday Indigo al over again? If we're going to talk about anybody, shouldn't it be
you and me? But not yet!"



The pdefacewas ill a the port. They waited, now in silence, for whatever might come next. Bony,
with Liddy's body warm againg his, felt willing to wait forever. At last there was a stir outside the port,
and the round head with its green bubble eyes sank away out of Sght. Liddy said in hisear, "What now?"

"You deep. | keep watch.”

"Would you liketo trust me asmuch as| trust you?"

"Of course | would."

"Right then." She did farther dong the bench and pulled Bony down so that his head was pillowed on
her lap. "Trust me. Y ou did most of the work today, and you've looked exhausted for hours. Y ou heed
deep morethan | do. | keep watch.”

"| can't let you do that.”

"Because you own me, right, and you can order me around just like Friday Indigo does?’

"Of course not. But if he gets up and finds me adegp in this position, instead of being on watch—"

"Y ou mean that you don't own me, but he owns you twenty-four hours aday? Bony, answer me one
question. Is anything going to happen before morning?!

"l don't think so. I'd be very surprised if it does.”

"So liequiet, and go to deep. Trust me.”

He ought to Sit up and argue, but Liddy was stroking his hair and cheek and he didn't want that to stop.
He decided that he would enjoy afew minutes of relaxation, then switch with her. After that he would
watch and she could deep.

Bony thought of the Limbicsin their circle outside the ship. It was odd, but they seemed less ominous
now that he had seem them close up. There was athought you had to resst. Often the most dangerous

thingslooked the most innocuous. It was till amystery, though: Why had they come? To destroy, to
communicate, from sheer curiosity? Maybe an answer would be provided after the long night watch.

* * *

A short time later Liddy moved her position. Bony grunted and opened his eyes.

Impaossibly, the cabin wasfilled with diffuse sunlight streaming in through the ports. He turned his head to
ask Liddy what had happened, and found that a cushion had replaced her lap.

He sat up. Liddy was over at the other side of the cabin. She heard his movement and turned.
"Segpwdl?'
"Grest. But you were awake dl night.”

"Don't kid yoursdlf. I lack your sense of dedication. | woke up just acouple of minutes ago when |
heard knocking on the hull.”



"TheLimbics?'

"That seems a reasonable assumption.” Liddy was standing by one of the ports. "I was going to rouse
you and Indigo in two more seconds if you hadn't woken by yourselves. Come look at something.”

Bony moved to her side, rubbing the deep from his eyes.

"They must be early risers” she said. "They were al up and about, and they noticed me as soon as|
went to the port. I'd like to know if you have my reaction. What do you think they're doing?'

Bony stared out of the port. Down on the seabed the Limbics had moved from their guarding circle.
Now they stood in agroup. Forty or more bubble armswaved in unison in the quiet water.

Bony took adeep breath. He waited one more moment to make sure, but there was really no doubt.

"They'resgnding,” hesad. "Those waves of their aarms mean,Come outside. We want to meet you. "

12: RECRUITING TULLY
O'TOOLE

She knew something she was not willing to admit. Chan, walking the darkened tunndls benesth Mount
Ararat at Deb's Side, kept glancing at her profile. A mirthless half-smile was on her lips. He could not see
her eyes, hidden within the depths of the black hood, but whenever she turned her head hisway her
forehead was furrowed and her eyebrows lowered to afrown.

He wondered what surprises lay within the cloak. It was sure to be packed with hidden pockets and
secret sawn-in compartments. Chan had been around Weapons-master Deb Bisson long enough to be
ready for anything that popped out from the cloak'sinner recesses. He had seen tiny mutated snakes,
gmaller than afinger, spring from acloak pocket on command and kill with asingle drop of neurotoxic
venom delivered from minute fangs. He had watched athief, tracked by blue-green borer beetles
released from avid in the cloak and tuned to pheromones at the crime scene, run screaming to Deb and
beg for mercy after the patient little insects found him, entered his body cavities as he dept, and dowly
began to eat him away from inside. He had seen amonofilament thread, woven into the cloak's hem,
become in Deb's hands first a defensve wegpon that cut aswinging club in two, and then in the same
continuing movement an edge so keen that the attacker was decapitated while he still believed that he
was bludgeoning hishdplessvictim.

Deb had promised a surprise, but it was nothing in the cloak. Something new and extraordinary—and
unpleasant—would be needed to astonish Chan. Deb knew that. No mere method of attack or defense
would be enough. Even twenty years ago, responding to ajoking chalenge, she had listed eighty-two
different poisonsthat resided within her cloak and could leave avictim dead, apparently of natura
CalIses.

The tunnels under Mount Ararat were narrower asthey went north. At first, Chan and Deb were able to



walk sde by sde. Thenit wasone a atime, with Deb in front. Ten minutes later, the hood of her cloak
brushed the celling and Chan had to crouch in order to avoid banging his head on the unfinished rock of
the tunnel roof.

"Areyou sure Tully lives out here?' he said, asthe tunnd dwindled another five centimetersin height and
width.

Sheturned, so that for thefirst time since they started out her angry brown eyes stared directly into his.
"Y ou think maybe you know better?" She moved back against the wall so that he could squeeze past her,
and waved ahand dong the tunnd. " Go ahead. Be my guest.”

"No, that'sdl right." Chan wished that he had kept his mouth shut. "I just didn't expect Tully tobeina
placelikethis. The greatest linguist | ever met—"

"The greatest anybody ever met. But what need has there been for linguists since the starway's closed?
The trandating machines are enough for talk between humans.”

"Even 0, Tully could have found a better placeto live. Why would he choose to be out here?”
"Thirty seconds more, and you'l find out. Just around the next corner.”

The tunnel was no wider than Chan's shoulders, and he had to bend far forward or go down on his
hands and knees. The light came from wan yellow tubes, nailed one every twenty meters or so on the
rough-cut walls or ceiling. He swore as the tunnel made asharp turn and he failed to stoop quite low
enough. His head banged on one of thelights.

"Welcometo Europa, low-rent digtrict,” Deb's voice said from around the turn. " Are we having fun yet?'

"Thisis no worse than parts of the Galimaufries. The differenceis, the Galimaufries used to be the worst
placein the solar system. Earth set the standard for lousy living. But since the quarantine, everywhereis
getting more and more like the worst parts of Earth.”

There was a silence from ahead, then Deb's cold voice. ™Y ou don't stop pushing, do you? | know we
need the quarantine to end. If | didn't, | wouldn't have walked a single step with you. So get off my back,
and beready to say helloto Tully OToole."

Chan squeezed hisway adong to where Deb was standing in front of adoor about four feet high. Inthe
gloom beyond it, Chan saw a steep descending Stairway.

"Down there." Deb pointed. "Y ou, not me."

Chan hesitated. He had the feding that something awful waswaiting for him at the bottom of the Sairs.
"Areyou sure Tully will bethere?'

"If hésnot, | don't know where heis."

The stairs were 0 steep, the only safe way to go down wasto turn and hold the steps above as though
descending aladder. Chan began to go down, counting as he went. By the eighth step, a curious smell hit
his nostrils. Suddenly he knew the nature of Deb's unpleasant surprise. The aromawas quite
unmistakable and dreadfully familiar. He paused, wanting to climb back up and run far away.



He couldn't do that. For Tully O'Tool€'s sake, for old times sake, for Chan's own sake, he had to learn
how bad it was. He continued down. As he reached the bottom he took a deep breath and turned the
corner leading into amore brightly lit room.

They were on the floor, about forty of them lying on thin mattresses. Each facia expresson was
different, from joyful blissto dark, haunted agony. Their dress ranged from expensive and new to old,
worn-out rags. A few were fat, most were skeletally thin. All had in common adead gray toneto the skin
and lines of tiny purple-black dots on bare arms and legs: the stigmata of Paradox, the milky akaloid to
which everyonein theroom wasadave.

Chan was appalled, but he had seen too many Paradox dens to be shocked by the condition of the
occupants. He scanned the rows of mattresses, seeking afamiliar face. He had dmost given up, ready to
tell Deb Bisson back at the top of the stairs that they had made awasted trip, when atattered wreck
right at hisfeet raised ahand and croaked, "Mercy me, what do | see? Do my eyes scan Chan the man?”

It was the Singsong ddlivery of the words more than the voice. Chan stepped forward and sank to his
knees. "Tully? Tully the Rhymer?"

"Lessof that than | was. But yes, you haveit right. The man you see, that ishe.”

Chan reached out, gripped Tully O'Tool€'s outstretched hand, and gently lifted until the other man was
gtting upright on the mattress. The hand that gripped Chan'swas al bone, and the fingersfdlt fleshless.
"How areyou, Tully?'

It was an inane question, given O'Tool€e's condition, but Tully laughed. "Oh, never too bad and never too
sad. I'm not the man | once was, Chan, but who of usis? Sometimes I'm up, sometimes I'm down.
Nights get worse as they go on, the darkest hour before the dawn. We're about halfway."

At least Tully knew that itwas night. Third-stage Paradox addiction robbed its victims of all sense of time
and place. From thelook of him, Tully OToole was coming off the high point for the night and heading
downhill. By morning he would be running afever and shivering. Before that he had better be safe in bed.

"Tully, | have something important to tell you. But you'll have to wait another minute or two before | can
say it. Will youwait? I'll beright back."

"Wherewould | be going? Take your time. I'll St tight, if it takesdl night.”
"It won't. Three minutes, no more.”

Chan hurried back up the steep stairs. Deb stood at the top, still and silent as a statue in her cowled
cloak. Shesad, "Wdll, now you've seen for yoursdlf. Ready to give up and leave me done?’

"Deb, Tully can't say herelikethis. We haveto get him away."
"Wherewereyou, dl these past years? Do you think | haven't tried?1 love Tully. In the old days he was
closeto me asabrother. I've been here adozen times, and I've begged and pleaded with him to take

treatment. And got nowhere. He won't listen. Hecan't ligen."

"Y ou don't haveto tell me that Paradox is hard to break. But there are ways to get through. I'm going
back to talk to him."



"Oh, sure. You think you'll succeed where| failed.”
"l don't think that. But | know how to try, better than most. Look, Deb, | want to ask afavor.”
"Whatever it is, no. | don't owe you afavor—any favor."

"It'snot afavor for me. It'sfor Tully. If | can persuade him to leave this place, | have to head out at once
to look for Chrissie and the Tarbush in the Oort Cloud. I'll be gone only afew days, but Tully can't be
left on hisown. Will you look after him until | come back?”

"I'd do anything to help Tully. But you don't know what you're asking. Hed be with mefor afew hours,
then hed want the drug. Unless | chained him down | couldn't stop him from getting it—and I'm not so
sure that would work, either. Hed find away."

"Hewould if hewas here on Mount Ararat. But if we left Europa—if you took him to Ceres—"

"| see. | take him to Ceres, so you getme to Ceres.” She flung the hood back from her head, and her
eyeswere blazing. "Y ou bastard. Y ou think you're being so sneaky, but | read you easy. All you care
about is getting ateam together for your damned assignment.”

"That's not true, Deb. | care about Tully. And don't pretendyou don't care about the stars. Y ou might
fool yoursdf, but you don't fool me. I'm going back to talk to Tully now. If | can get him to come with me
and you're gill here when we come back, fine. I'll ask you again. And if you won't giveit, I'll find some
other way to hep him."

Chan turned and stumbled back down the stairs without looking at Deb or waiting to hear her reply. In
the smoky room at the bottom, Tully OToolelay like adead man on his mattress.

"Tully?" Chan spoke softly. "1'm back. Can wetdk now?'

"Sure, sure." The answer was aweak whisper.

"Do you think you'll be able to understand me?"

"Surel can, Chan the man. Thistime of night I'm sharp and bright.” Tully struggled to Sit up, and Chan
bent and placed his arm around the other man's back. As he lifted he could fed the separate vertebraein
the spine.

"I'll get right to the point. Tully, we have achanceto lift the quarantine. Did you hear me?\We can lift the

guarantine. We can go to the stars . And | don't just mean that humans can do it.\We can do it, you and
me and the old team.”

"Whawhat?' Tully's pale blue eyes clouded and histhin features took on apuzzled frown. "I think
maybe I'm not hearing right."

"Y ou're hearing right. Y ou're not imagining. | know, it sounds too good to be true. But listen.”

Chan spoke dowly and carefully, giving details of his meeting with the Stellar Group, watching Tully's
face. Occasondly the thin man frowned or seemed to drift away, but after afew moments he would nod
for Chanto go on. Thefina proof that he was following everything came when Chan said, "We need
you, Tully. None of the trandation machines can talk to aliens, they're programmed for human languages.



But you candoit.”

"| can't do anything."

"Youll learn. It takes agenuine madman like Tully the Rhymer to talk to diens. The rest of uswouldn't
know where to start, but well be there to back you up. Me and Tarbush, and Deb and Chrissie, and
Dapper Dan and the Bun. Together again.”

"Together again. The old team, it'slike adream.” Tully's blue eyesfilled with tears. "Oh, God, Chan. If |
could I would. But I'm no use any more. | can't go."

"Youcan go, Tully. But first you have to break the Paradox habit.”

"Doyou think | don't know that?| can't doit. I've tried and tried. | close the door and fix the locks, and
even throw the key away. But till | get out every day—and drink the milk of Paradox.”

He was bent over, weeping hopeesdy. Chan patted the thin shoulder. "It will be different thistime, Tully.
Y ou won't beaone. You'll have meto help you, and Deb and Danny Casement. And in afew more
days, as soon as| can reach them, Chrissie and the Tarbush will be along, too."

"Dapper Dan. Oh, how I'd loveto see him again." Tully was laughing and crying at the sametime. "Him
and hislady friends. Do you remember how he used to sell them pieces of the Y ang diamond?’

"Tully, he'still at it. When you see him, helll tell you about it. Come on now." Chan had hisarm around
OToole, lifting him. "We haveto do thisin stages. Firgt, we go to Deb Bisson's place. Then you two go
onto Ceres."

"What about you?' Tully stood up, swaying for balance. "Where will you be?"

"| told you, | haveto find Tarbush and Chrisse Winger. Then well have the old team together, and be all
st to go. Well be on our way to the stars, Tully. Come on. Deb Bisson'swaiting for us.”

Heled the way to the steep stair and the two of them dowly climbed together, Chan providing extralift
when it was needed. He was afraid that Deb had |eft, until she stepped forward out of the shadows.

Tully OToole sumbled over to her and draped histal, gaunt form around her.

"Deb, | don't know how to thank you and Chan. When | came heretonight | felt sure | was done, alittle
while longer and | would be gone. But now there's hope. Well get away from here, and head for the
gars. We said we would, we said we could—and now well doit."

Deb patted him on the shoulder. "Wewill, Tully. We will. We haveto go to your placefirgt, to get your
things, before we go to mine. Y ou lead the way."

As Tully started back aong the corridor, feding hisway dong the dark walls, she held Chan back for a
moment and whispered, "While you're gloating, just remember one thing. I'm not going to Ceres or
anywheredsefor you. 'mdoing it forhim ."

"I know that." Chan tried to pull free. Y ou hate my guts. Y ou don't need to tell me again. Assoon as|
can make arrangements for you and Tully to go to Ceres, I'll leave you and head for the Oort Cloud. |
haveto find Chrisse and the Tarbush.”



Deb ill hed him by thearm. "Good luck, then—for Tully's sake. What do you think your chances are?!

"With you?' Chan pulled himsdf away. "Zero. With Chrisse and the Tarbush, excdlent. I'll find them,
and I'll bring them to Ceres.”

"Cocksure asever."

"It'sdl relative, Deb. Compared with the past few hours, anything in the Oort Cloud hasto be easy.”

13: LEARNING FROM THE
BUBBLE PEOPLE

Bony was fascinated by the array of waving bubble arms on the seabed outsde. He was a o frightened
of them, asany rationa person was afraid of the totally unknown. How long he might have stood staring
was anyone's guess, but a sudden clatter and a shout of "Rombelle! Rombellel™ brought his attention
back to theinsde of the ship.

It was Friday Indigo, dropping from the upper level without using the ladder. He shouted, "L ook
outsde!" and then, when it became obvious that's exactly what Bony and Liddy were doing, "Why didn't
you dummieswake meup?'

"We only just noticed them. We were adeep.”

It was ameasure of Indigo's excitement that he didn't blister Bony for afailure to keep watch. Instead he
crowded with them to the port.

"l woke up,” hesaid, "and | noticed it waslight, and | went to look outside. And there they were,
standing on the seafloor! Waving! Rombelle, they want usto meet with them.”

That was not newsto Bony. He said carefully, "Do you think that would be agood idea, sir? We know
nothing about these creatures.”

"Well, of course we don't. How could we, thisisfirst contact. Y ou hear me?First contact . No human
or dieninthe Stellar Group ever encountered these beings before. Of course we haveto go out and
meset them.”

Bony should have expected that answer. He sighed, and reluctantly started toward the airlock.

Friday Indigo sad, "And just where the hdll do you think you're going?'

"l was going for a suit—to wear outside.”

"And who told you to do that?' Indigo moved to Bony'sSide. "Y ou don't seem to understand, Rombelle.
Thisisfirst contact . A historic event. Naturaly, the leader of the party conductstheinitid meeting. Y ou



can come with me—provided that you stay afew steps behind and don't open your mouth. All right?*

Without waiting for an answer Indigo took asuit and alowed it to enclose his body. Bony did not move.
At last Indigo said impatiently, "Come on, man. First you're trying to get out of the ship ahead of me, then
you've turned into astatue. Get that suit on.”

"Yes, ar." Bony knew what he needed to say, but he was afraid that it would offend Liddy. "I wasjust
thinking, if we have people outside the ship, wouldn' it be redlly important to have somebody back on
board in case there's an emergency? Someone who knows dl the ship's rescue systemsinside and out.”

He had tried to phrase it tactfully, but tact was an unknown quantity to Friday Indigo. The captain
looked at him, then at Liddy.

"Hm. Y ou think she's adumb female who doesn't know what she's doing?!
"Wdll, | didn't ssy—"

"| agree with you. Liddy has her uses, but handling emergenciesisn't one of them. All right. Change of
plan. Rombelle, you stay here. Liddy, you put asuit on and come with me.”

"Does she need to go outside a dl, sir? | mean, what would she do there?"

"Shelll carry the trandation equipment. Y ou don't think 1I'm going to lug it around myself, do you, when
I'm trying to establish contact with the bubble people? Remember, well be recording this for posterity.”

If wehave a pogterity, thought Bony. But the choice was pretty clear: either Liddy stayed here, or he
did. And if therewastrouble, he had a better chance of saving her than she did of saving him.

"Y ou'll need to be able to communicate with the ship, g, if everything isto be recorded.”

"Sure, sure. Make arrangements for that while Liddy puts her suit on. Y ou can't expect meto do
everything. And jump to it!"

Bony jumped to it—but not because Indigo had ordered him to. For Liddy's sake he wanted the best
possible link between the ship and the outside party. The easiest way wasto run a cable directly from the
ship'sexternd linetap to the portable trand ation unit. It would handle only voice communication, but
Friday Indigo and Liddy didn't need to see what was happening to Bony, and he would be able to watch
thelr every move using the ship'simaging systems.

As Bony worked he kept an eye on what was happening outside. The Limbics maintained their circle
around the ship, but they had backed away and risen a couple of meters above the seabed. Apparently
they had someinvisbleway of varying their buoyancy and could hover a any depth they chose. They
had moved beyond the region flattened by the arriva of theMood Indigo , to where the forest of spears
still stood upright. One by one they drifted downward. Bubble arms stretched down, gripped, and broke
off the sharp-tipped spikes. Bony watched in amazement as the long spears were lifted and then inserted,
sharp end fird, into the wide dark dit on the top of the globular body. It was the ultimate
sword-swallowing act. Slowly and easily, centimeter after centimeter, the whole long shaft vanished.

Weretheyeating the pikes? What else could it possibly be? Bony recalled how the shafts had broken
under hisdightest touch. Like the strange ship that he and Liddy had seen on their trip to the ocean
surface, the Limbics were not just dien, they werealien dien.



"Why the hdl are you standing there gaping?' Friday Indigo'svoicewasloudin Bony'sears. "I'm dl set
to go. Do you have that communication connection ready?'

"Just a couple more minutes." Bony bent over the trandation equipment and went back to work at
maximum speed. He hated the idea of Liddy going out there among those crestures. They had a soft,
jdlyfish appearance, and they hadn't done anything threatening so far; but they aso had had no
opportunity to do so. It was hisfault that Liddy was going. Why hadn't he kept his stupid mouth shut?

He adjusted afinal setting and lifted the trandator. It wasn't big, and it wasn't heavy. Friday Indigo could
have carried it easily enough without any help from Liddy. She was waiting patiently at Bony's sdewith
her suit helmet ready to close, and he handed the instrument to her. "Here, Liddy. Be careful. It looks
safe enough out there, but it may not be. If you see anything you don't like, don't wait to find out what it
is. Head straight back for the ship.”

He had spoken softly, but not softly enough. Friday Indigo came over to him, his boots clanking on the
deck plates. "How many captains can a ship have, Rombdle?

"One, ar."

"And who'sthe captain of theMood Indigo ?'

"Youare, Sr."

"Quiteright. Don't forget it. Y ou don't give orders, | do. Come on, Liddy."

Heled theway into the airlock. Liddy, carrying the trandator, followed. Asthe inner hatch closed she
gave Bony what seemed to him like aforlorn little wave. It was along minute before he could see her
again on theimaging display, dropping slently toward the seabed with Friday Indigo.

Their exit from the ship had been noticed elsewhere. The Limbics ceased their grazing on the sea-spears
and drifted back toward theMood Indigo . They formed acompact group, about five meters away from
the humans.

Indigo held up one hand and said loudly, "Greetings, people of this planet. I, Friday Indigo, captain of
the Terran shipMood Indigo , and representative of all Terrans and al species of the Stellar Group,
comein peaceto your world."

There was asilence, during which Bony wondered if the Limbics used sound &t al as a means of
communication. At last, apair of ditsopened in one of the bubble creature's rounded sides. After a
preliminary few secondsin which the openings pulsed like a bellows, Bony heard a strange mixture of
hoots, whistles, gurgles, and hiccups.

Friday Indigo said, "What the hell isall that? Rombelle, | thought thisthing was supposed to bea
trandator."

"Itis, dr. But with alanguage it has never heard before, the trandator needs a sample before it can begin
to trandate.”

"Sowhat did it do withmy message?’



"I don't know, gr. | don't think it did anything. It needs asample of their speech firgt."
"How big asample?'
"l don't know."

"That's no answer. Why didn't you warn me, before you let me come out here and make afool of
myself? | want to know about this planet, and dl | get are abunch of nonsense sounds.”

"Just amoment, Sr." Bony could see the dits on the Side of the body opening and closing again. "'l
believe the Limbics don't use their mouths for speech.”

"So what are they doing, farting at us?'
"No, gr. They usegill dits. One of themisgoing to talk again."

The trandator produced another string of gurgles. Thistimeit went on for amost aminute. Gradualy the
sounds modul ated into something with the cadences of human speech.

"Can you understand that, Rombelle?!

"No, gr."

"Nor can . Liddy, give methat thing." Indigo grabbed the trandator from her and shook it violently.
"Goddam heap of junk. It's not working. If | could get my hands on the assholeswho sold it to me, I'd
gut and garrotte them. | paid alot for thisworthless piece of crap.”

It occurred to Bony that if Indigo's speech was still being recorded, this was going to make an interesting
entry in the annads of first-contact history.

"Itisworking, sir. The trandator sounded more like human speech toward the end. Just keep talking."
"About what? | can't have aone-way conversation with these stupid blobs."

The trandator, unexpectedly, whistled and said " Globs of blobs.”

"Hear that, 9r? Greet them again.”

"Right." Indigo returned the trandator to Liddy, struck apose, and said, " Greetings, people of
Limbo—damn it, the bubble heads surely don't cal their own planetthat . It'syour fault, Rombelle, giving
this place such an asinine name and getting usdl thinking of it like that—anyway, wherewas 1?1, Friday
Indigo, captain of theMood Indigo , comein peace to your world, whatever you cdl it, and wish you
well in the name of humans and whoever. There. That should doiit.”

The Limbics appeared to be listening attentively. Their sookesman's gill dits opened, and after afew
moments of slencethe trandator gurgled and said, " The second walking makes it new after four

braces. Next water will open the lonely day for gold."

"Damn and st firetoit, Itold you it was a piece of junk. Are you going to tell methat you could
understand that?"



"No, gr."
"It was gibberish.”

"Perhapsit needs alarger sample." But Bony was not convinced. He had seen trand ation machines
perform successfully after unbelievably small samples of languages. Of course, that was forhuman
languages. "'Sir, I'm not sure thisisgoing to work."

"Of courseit's not working, you dummy. Didn't you hear what it said?"
"I mean the trandator may never work, no matter how big alanguage samplewe giveit."
"It was sold to me as agenerd trandator."”

"Between pairs of human languages. Maybe it even works with Tinker and Pipe-Rillatak. But no one
has ever had to dedl with an intelligent marine organism before. The concepts that the Limbics evolved to
dedl with may bejust too strangeto trandate.”

Unfortunately, Bony didn't believe that. The gill ditswere moving, and thetrandator sad, "Is it Monday
for the flower, or was it the one at the end?" But a the sametime, the Limbics as agroup were
steadily backing away while ill facing Liddy and Indigo. The bubble arms were repegting the sgnd they
hed given earlier.Come. We want you to come .

"You'refull of it, Rombdlle. | tell you, it'sthis cragppy machine." Friday Indigo took the trandator from
Liddy and dropped it to the seabed. " Concepts too strange to translate, my ass. Look at them. It's
clear enough what they mean. They want usto follow them. Come on, Liddy. And Rombelle, you stay
here and look after the ship.”

"Sir, | don't think that going with them isagood idea."
"Did you hear me ask your opinion?"
"But we won't be able to communicate with each other when you're more than afew meters away."

"How awful. Do you think I can't manage without the benefit of your advice? Y oull find out what we
learn when we get back.”

Liddy spoke for thefirst time since leaving the ship. "Don't worry about us, Bony. Well befine”

"Enough of the soft talk." Indigo went to Liddy's side and took hold of the arm of her suit. "Let's go.
They'rewaiting for us™"

The Limbics had formed into a circle around the two humans. They began adow and steady movement
across the seabed, ushering Liddy and Friday Indigo away toward the undersearidge. The water was
less clear today, and in just a couple of minutes the group of figureswas merging into acloudy blue-green
heze.

Bony watched until they wereinvisible. He had stayed on board the ship in case an emergency affected
the other two and he needed to perform arescue. But Friday Indigo, coddled from birth, would not
recognize an emergency if he saw one. To know danger for what it was, you first needed experience with
fear. Bony had that, if he had anything. But how would he know if an emergency had arisen, with the



others out of sight and the water preventing radio contact? He had to put himsdlf in a position where he
could save Liddy.

He gave the command to redl in the cable attached to the trandator and tuck it away in acargo hold,
and turned the unit off.

It wastimeto try an experiment that he had been thinking about in every free moment of the past
twenty-four hours. With the others out of harm'sway, the only person he could hurt was himself.

* * %

Bony dipped on asuit, left the helmet open but in a position where he could snap it closed in afraction of
asecond, and went across to the main control desk of theMood Indigo . He dready knew that the ship's
fusion drive could not be used underwater. The auxiliary ion thrusters ought to work, though. They could
provide thrust for very long periods, but they had low power. They were designed only for small
adjustmentsto position in space, and they could never lift aship into orbit.

They might, however, be enough for what Bony had in mind. He knew the total mass of the ship, and he
had cal culated how much water it displaced. From that he could estimate the average dendty of theMood
Indigo as about fifteen percent more than the density of water. On Earth, that would mean the auxiliary
thrusterswould haveto lift alot of weight. Here, however, the heavy-water ocean of Limbo provided
consderable extra buoyancy.

He could have deduced that fact without calculation, from the sedate and gentle descent of the shipin
therr first arriva. The question remained, just how much extralift did the denser water provide?

He had gone asfar as calculation would permit. Now he had to make the practical test.

Bony keyed in the command to provide aft thrust at aminimal level. There was adight vibration through
the ship, the view outside the ports vanished in acloud of gray silt stirred up from the seafloor, and
nothing el se happened. The ship'sinertiad navigation system showed that theMood Indigo had not risen a
centimeter.

A dightly higher setting produced asimilar lack of result. Bony added thrust in dow increments, waiting
each time to make sure that the Situation had stabilized. On the fifth increase he fdlt adifferent tremor in
the ship. A silt cloud still obscured the view outside the ports, but theinertia navigator indicated that the
ship wasrising, dowly and verticaly.

Hedid not want to go all the way to the surface, though it was nice to know that he could. Bony
carefully adjusted the power setting until theMood Indigo was hovering at aconstant depth. He knew the
direction that Liddy, Friday Indigo and the group of Limbics had taken, but the imaging sensors showed
nothing but the continuous blue-green of seawater.

Bony activated apair of lateral thrustors at their lowest level, so that the ship began to crab dowly
sdeways through the water in the direction taken by the group of Limbics. If they had changed their
minds before reaching the ridge, Bony would be out of luck.

Hewasalittle lower in the water than he had redlized, and became aware of the approaching ridge by
the regppearance of the cloud of blown slt. He raised the ship another ten meters, waited until he
reached the brow of the ridge, then hovered stationary while he inspected the displays provided by the
imaging sensors.



He stared desperately at the seabed, seeking agroup of figures. He had aproblem. If he went too high,
the amount of scattered sunlight filtering down around the ship made it hard to see detail below him. But if
he went lower, silt raised by the exhaust of the thrustors obscured everything.

If he could not find them he had to return theMood Indigo toitsorigina position, so that Friday Indigo
and Liddy could get back toit. As he reached that conclusion, he realized that although he saw no
moving figures, either bubble people or humans, the view below was not totally featureless. He could
make out afaint trail of suspended mud, a haziness where something appeared to have recently disturbed
the bed of the sea.

It must mark the way that they had travelled. Just beyond theridge it angled wide to the left. Continue on
hisorigind course, and he would have missed them completely.

Bony rose, to aheight where he could il just seethe ghostly arrow of blown silt, and directed the ship
aong thetrail. He went dowly. He wanted to know what was going on with Friday Indigo and Liddy,
without the captain being aware of it. Indigo'sinstruction had been explicit: stay in one place and look
after the ship. He had dready violated that, and if he got in the way of what Friday Indigo wastrying to
do it would make thingsworse.

No danger of getting in the way at the moment. On the seabed the trail went on and on, but no matter
what he did with theimage intensfiers he could detect no sign of figures, human or otherwise.

Was hefollowing an illusion, a path made by some other creature that lived on Limbo's tranquil seabed?
Infact, wasn't there ahint, at the very limit of vishility, of aquite different shape out there? He fancied he
could discern along, low form, with somekind of conica shell on top. The sort of thing you would seeiif
the ocean of Limbo was hometo agigantic sea-snail.

He alowed theMood Indigo to drift forward, dower and dower. Now he could discern abright line
along the upper edge, as though the body of the great snail was edged with gold.

Nearer. And just alittle nearer yet, though he remained ready a any moment to cut in an dternate set of
thrustors and shoot away at maximum power. The snail lay silent and motionless on the bed of the ocean.

And then, in amoment, the image changed—not on the seabed, but insde Bony's mind. It waslike one
of those opticd illusons, where afigure suddenly transforms asyou look at it into a quite different one.
The sea-snail was even bigger than he had thought, and it was no longer asnail. It wasaship, lying onits
Sde

And not just any ship. The outer hull was misshapen, dl bulges and wens. Although he had never
encountered avessd like the one before him, Bony recognized those lines.

The object on the sea bed was a Pipe-Rilla ship, built by—and unique to—that dien member of the
Stelar Group.

14: THE CREW OF THE



HERO'SRETURN

TheHero's Return was close to three hundred meters long and massed in excess of eighty thousand
tons. It had been designed for "peacekeeping,” which meant that it had been fitted out from stem to stern
with the most hideous wegpons of war that the human mind could conceive. Nothing ought to warm
better the heart of one of the solar system's most experienced military men. Y et Generad Dag Korin stood
in the main docking areaand shook hiswhite-haired head in disgust.

"Y ou see how it goes," he said. ™Y ou form some sort of halfassed union with aload of goggle-eyed
sapsucker pipestem-legged diens, and they dump their jackass craphead lily-livered ideas on you, and
before you know it you've cometothis ."

Hewaved hisarm to take in the whole of the loading bay, forty meters across and twenty high.
Hammarion, standing at the Generd's Sde, stared around at the ribbed walls, the array of displays, and
the warren of pipesand cables. Everything looked fine to him. Not only that, the Angelsto hiscertain
knowledge didn't have eyesto goggle, and he very much doubted that they, the Tinkers, or the
Pipe-Rillashad livers.

"Filthy!" Generd Korin ran agloved hand along arail, and it came away smudged with dust and grease.
"Filthy, and neglected, and stinking. A typical civilian vessdl. Swallow al the soft-headed pecifist
nonsense that the aliens preach, and in just afew years heré'swhat you have. What I'd like to know is,
where did good old-fashioned military discipline go, the thing that made humans great?"

Flammarion couldn't answer. But sSince theHero's Return had been for at least ten yearsacivilian ship, it
didn't seem reasonable to look for it here. The weapons, except for gtrictly defensive shields, had been
stripped out, and the human crew replaced by robots low-leve to the point of imbecility. On the other
hand, the ship's computer had been upgraded to the very best that humanity could produce. Thiswasan
areawhere humansled the rest of the Stellar Group by awide margin. If you've got it, flaunt it.

Dag Korin was glaring a Flammarion, who knew better than to offer answers or comments. Hehad a
lot of respect for the aged general, and he redlized that he was more of a convenient audience than

anythingdse.

"And the crew that we're getting!” Korin regarded FHlammarion with something close to approval. "Now
you, you're amilitary man yourself. Y ou know the value of organization and training. Did you seethe
description of what's going to be arriving on board in the next few hours?!

"Yes, ar." It would be more like the next few minutes. According to the satus display, atrangt vehicle
to theHero's Return had docked three minutes ago and Flammarion could hear the locks in operation.

"The scum of the solar system,” Korin went on. He waved the manifest that he was holding. "The two
arriving on this ship are afine example. Coming from the Oort Cloud, and so far as| cantdll they've
never done one useful thing intheir wholelives. Seethisone. " Tarboosh Hanson. Areas of expertise:
talks to animals; strongman and stuntman.’ A fat ot of use he's going to be when we're fighting armed
diensin the Geyser Swirl. And here's the other one. “Chrissie Winger. Areas of expertise: magic and
deception.' What's that mean? They may buy this sort of nonsense out in the Oort Cloud, but not here.
Now this other man coming in later today looks a bit better. He's not military but at least he has a career.
"Daniel Casement. Areas of expertise: financial investment advice, precious stones." Hmm. Maybe
| should ded with him mysdif."



"Sir, thefirst two will be here any second. That's the outer hatch cycling. What should we do?”

"Hold your water, and take your signals from me. These people have to know who they're dealing with.
Firs impressonsareimportant.”

Dag Korin strode forward. He placed himsdf firmly, legs wide apart, in the middle of the passageway
leading from the main lock to theinterior of theHero's Return . Anyone who wished to enter the ship
from the transit vessel would first have to passby him.

Theinner hatch of the lock opened. After afew seconds, afat little anima with thick brown fur and a
bulging pointed head emerged. It trotted forward and paused in front of Dag Korin. As he bent creakily
forward to grab for it, the creature scurried between hislegs and vanished underneath atangle of pipes.

Korin straightened up to glare at the man who came strolling out of the lock. "Isthat beast yours?”

"As much as she belongs to anybody, and as much as she'sa beas, yes." The newcomer was very
black, very broad, and very tall. His height was enhanced by the bright red fez on top of his head.

"Y ou can't bring adog onto anavy ship.”
"Itisnt anavy ship."
"Aformer navy ship, then. Y ou can't bring adog aboard.”

"Itisnt adog. It'samodded ferret. Her name's Scruffy.” The man smiled amiably at Korin. "And mineis
Hanson, Tarboosh Hanson. Reporting to Chan Dalton.”

"Get that filthy animal off my ship.”

"Sorry. Can't do that." Tarboosh Hanson felt in the pockets of hisblue jacket and produced adip of
paper. He came closer and handed it over. Asthe general studied it, he said, " See. Approved for
accommodation aboard the Hero's Return, Tarboosh Hanson and job-related equipment, the latter
not to exceed fifty kilos in mass. Scruffy weighsalot lessthan fifty, she'sas smart as| am, and for me
she's essentia job-related equipment. If you're going to talk to animals, you have to keep in practice.
Anyway, I'm supposed to report to Chan Dalton. Wheredo | find him?”

"He hasn't arrived yet. HE's on the next trangit vehicle.”

"Good enough. I'll wait for him on board." Tarboosh Hanson nodded agreesbly. He whistled to the
ferret, who came promptly from its hiding place, and walked past Dag K orin. The Generd, turning and
ready to explode, was diverted by something new. Another arrival had appeared from the lock and
stood watching.

She was a short, trim woman in her early forties, dressed in awhite deeveless blouse, white pants, and
long white boots. She had blond hair and a smooth china-doll face. Normal enough, except for the white
headband that held back her long hair and hid most of her forehead. Acrossit, in black |etters that
became steadily smdler, ran thewords:



You arenow closeenough for me to steal your wallet.

As soon as she saw that she had been noticed, the woman walked toward Dag Korin. He squinted at
the headband as she approached, until when she was still two feet away she threw up her right armina
snappy military salute. Guildess blue eyes stared up into his.

"Chrisse Winger, reporting for duty to Generd Korin."

Seven decades of experience made the Generd's return of salute areflex action. His hand was not yet
back to his sde when herswasllifting toward him.

"Here, gr. | fed surethat you will need this™

Shewas holding adim black folder. Korin clapped his hand to the empty pocket at the back of his
pants.

"That's mine. How the devil did you do that? Y ou were never closer to me than half a meter.”

"Professiona secret.” A smal card appeared from nowhere next to the black folder. "It's my stock in
trade. Y ou can't expect alady to giveit away."

Kubo Flammarion, watching from a distance, expected Korin to explode again. Instead, the old Generd
laughed and took both the wallet and the card.

"Youvegot anerve, Chrissie Winger. I've dways liked that in awoman. Magic and deception, eh? I
we're not alowed violence in the Geyser Swirl, maybethey'll comein useful. I'll make you atrade. Tell
me how you managed to get your hands on my wallet two seconds after leaving the trangit vessel, without
ever coming near me, and I'll guarantee you the best living quarters on this ship.”

She put afinger to her chin, consdering. "Include Tarboosh Hanson in the deal, and you're on. Weve
been together along time and we're kind of used to sharing quarters.”

"All right. Now tell me, how did you sted my wallet?!
"l didn't. The Tarbush took it when you turned around and threw it to me."

"Well damn my eyes." Korin shook his head. "I should have known. That sort of trick was old when |
wasalad. But | didn't fed or seeathing.”

"Y ou're not supposed to. If you did, it wouldn't be much of an act, would it? Now, what about these
fancy quartersyou promised?’

"Later. TheHero's Return is scheduled for midnight departure to an Asteroid Bdlt Link entry point, and
your group is still four members short. Including your team leader.” Korin pointed to the status display. It
indicated that another vessdl was arriving, this one from Europavia Earth. "I that doesn't have Chan
Dalton aboard, we'rein trouble. Y ou go ahead—Captain Flammarion will show you the layout of crew
quarters—and I'll catch you later.”

"Yes, gr." Chrisse Winger saluted again. She walked across to Flammarion, who took a couple of steps



back and looked at her warily.
"Y ou're not going to do any of your fancy wallet-steding stuff with me, are you?”

"Not achance." She beamed a him, in away that made Flammarion fed that he was animmensaly
entertaining and interesting fellow. "Does a brewer give away beer?It'sas| told Generd Korin, | don't
do that sort of thing for free. But | wanted to impresshim, so Tarb and | arranged that little stunt.”

"Helikesyou, you know. If hedidn't hed have gutted you for pulling something like that.”

"Well, | like him, too—what I've seen of him. | expected an old fossil, but he's not like that. Therés il
plenty of firepower inhim.”

"Thereis. And you don't want it directed your way." Hammarion, leading Chrisse down the ship'smain
corridor, noticed an odd tightnessin his jacket. He opened it as he walked and felt abulgein his
undershirt. And ingdethat —

Hereached in and pulled out abottle. "Thisisimpossible. My jacket was closed, my shirt istight &t the
neck." He stopped dead and stared at the labdl. "Isit redly beer?!

"I'm not abrewer, so I can giveit away, and there are afew things| would never do. One of themis
deceive aman with agift of fake beer.”

"But how did you get it there?'

"Ah, now asto that, | am willing to deceive. Or at least, not to reved." Chrisse Winger had not been
told where to go, and since she had not stopped walking FHammarion was now behind her; but she
unhesitatingly made the turn to the unmarked corridor leading to the crew's quarters. "I wouldn't worry
about it if | wereyou," she said over her shoulder. "A girl hasto have her little secrets.”

She walked confidently forward. Flammarion trailed dong behind. He didn't know quite what kind of
team was assembling for this expedition, but he was sure it was unlike anything he had met before.

* * %

Fifteen minutes ago, Chan Daton had been relaxing for thefirst timein ten days. It had been a desperate,
deepless dash around the solar system, but against the odds he had done everything. Chrisse Winger
and Tarboosh Hanson had jumped at the idea of anew stellar expedition, dmost before he could tell
them about it. Apparently lifein the Oort Cloud wastoo dull and easy. They had taken thefirst available
inbound ship and should aready be on board theHero's Return , waiting for him.

He had spoken with Deb Bisson two hours ago, and athough she was as cold as ever she swore that
she, too, would arrive before the deadline. She was bringing Tully OToole with her. He was shaky and
feverish with Paradox withdrawa and occasiondly hallucinating, but with guidance and encouragement he
was somehow hanging on.

That left only Danny Casement and the Bun, and Chan had been more sure of them than anyone. Danny
had enormous persuasive power, but he probably wouldn't even need it. In the old days the Bun had
been keenest of al to go to the stars. Now they would fly out from the V ulcan Nexus and complete the
old team.

And then redlity intruded. Danny's message, chasing Chan around the solar system, findlly caught up with



him. It told of the Bun's disgppearance and hisamost certain death. TheHero's Return was|ooming up
ahead but Chan didn't seeit. He was turned inward, looking at the collgpse of his plans. Deb Bisson had
promised to go dong only if he had the full team. With the Bun gone, Deb would back out. Without Deb,
Tully would not makeit. The dominoeswould fal. No Bun, no Deb, no Tully . . .

No team.

Thetrangt vessel docked. The hatch opened. Chan didn't have the energy to stand up and go through it.
He sat, hands gripping the padded arms of his chair, until the robots came aong and began to service the
cabin around him. The gentle probing touch of one on hisleg, asthough askingDo | clean this? , roused
him.

He stood up and passed through the first connection chamber, through the outer hatch, through the lock
and through the inner hatch. Hewasfindly in thetrueinterior of theHero's Return , but he had sat so
long after docking that anyone waiting for a passenger on the trangit vessdl would surely be gone. He
glanced over to the couch at the side of the chamber, expecting to see no one. General Dag Korin lay
there at full length. His eyes were closed and his mouth was open. Somehow he gave theimpression of a
man deeping at atention.

Chan hegitated to wake him. On the other hand, what was Korin doing hereif not waiting to see Chan?
And when you had bad news to present, one time was as good as another.

Chan leaned down and shook the General's shoulder. Korin came awake so smoothly and quickly that it
was hard to believe he had been deeping.

Frosty blue eyesfixed on Chan asthe Generd dowly sat upright. "Y ou're running damn close to the
deadline, Ddton. Areyou sureyou'll have dl your team on board by midnight?*

"I'm sure | won't. One of them is dead.”

"Youtdl methatnow , with just afew hoursto go to departure?’
"I only found out myself afew minutes before we docked.”

"Can you operate without him?"

"If we haveto. But it's not that smple." Chan outlined Deb Bisson's position, and how the death of the
Bun would affect her presence on the team.

"S0 you've got problemsto solve." Korin stood up. "And so do I. Thetwo of ushaveto tak.”
"I don't know that | have much to say. Not until I've had a chance to think about dl this."
"Understood. But if you can't talk, you can listen. Come on. Thisisimportant.”

Korin led the way into the cavernousinterior of theHero's Return . In the old days the cruiser had
carried amilitary crew of nine hundred men and women. The ship's exterior with its massive armor and
reinforced hull waslittle changed from those glory days, but once insde you wandered through a ghost
ship. Y our voice echoed through bare-walled compartments, your footsteps rang along empty corridors.
Chan found himsdlf reluctant to speek, while Dag Korin gpparently did not want any discussion until they
had privacy. The two men drifted ong in silence, past dark chambers that had once housed weapons



ableto turn whole asteroids to dag; past enginesthat could drive the e ghty-thousand-ton mass at
anything up to seven gees, past the chamber housing a computer as sophisticated as any ever built, able
to control the vessal's sensors, make autonomous decisions, and do whatever was needed to assure the
safety of ship and crew; past the deserted quarters of that crew, where amost a thousand men and
women had once exercised, eaten, and dept.

Dag Korin, with the pick of the whole ship available to him, apparently preferred smplicity. He
continued on, beyond the section that had once housed the captain and the senior officers, until they
cameto aset of smaller roomstucked away beside the ship's main control room. And there, at the very
end of acorridor, Chan saw atal form in a powder-blue work suit, lounging against adoor painted a
bilious green.

He heard Dag Korin's surprised grunt, in the same moment as Chan recognized the blond hair and
anorexic face of Elke Siry.

"I believe you dready met my ward,” Korin said to Chan. And then, to the woman, "What are you doing
here, Elke? | thought you were getting us ready for Link trangtion.”

My ward? Dag Korin had said nothing about that at their first meeting. But the woman was spesking. "'l
was." There was no mistaking the high-pitched, nervous voice, with itstrace of alisp. "But | have
disturbing information, mattersthat | must discusswith you."

"Y ou, too? Looks likeit's bad news all round." Korin opened the door. "Wed better go insde.”

The room they entered was Ssmply furnished even by the sandards of Earth's Gallimaufries. Console,
disk-case, smdl couch, writing desk, bureau, and chair, al without decoration or added niceties. Chan
squeezed onto the couch next to Elke Siry, and noticed how she jerked urgently away when hiship
accidentally came into contact with hers. Dag Korin went across to the metal bureau in one corner and
returned with abox housing a dozen plastic bottles, each the sze and shape of asmall pear.

"Cavados?' He sat down on ahard chair opposite them. "I can persondly recommend it."

Chan hesitated, then shook his head. Elke took one of the bottles, opened the cap with her thumbnail,
and sucked down the contentsin one long gulp. She was reaching for another when Korin pulled the box

avay.

"Tak fird. If it'sas bad as you say, maybe well st here and drink the ot together. Now, Elke, what's
the problem?’ Korin caught Elke Siry'srapid sideways glance at Chan. "Don't worry, my dear, he'sin
thisasdeep aswe are. If | can hear it, so can he."

"All right." But Elke Siry's face suggested to Chan that she thought it wasfar from al right. She bit her
lip, shook her head from side to side so that her long blond tresses swung about her thin face, and burst
out, "It'sthe Link point. The onein the Geyser Swirl."

"Whet about it?'
"I've wondered about it ever since | heard it existed. | mean, how could there be aLink in the network
that no one knew about before? A Link isaspacetime anomaly. It pops out at you on any connectivity

survey inaway you can't miss.”

"We missed thisone.™



"No. | don't think we did. | believe that it wasn't there to be observed on any previous survey.”

"Hm." Korin raised grizzled eyebrows at Chan. "Did you ever hear of anything likethat? A Link entry
and exit point that comes and goes?'

"I didn't know such athing was possible. Link points are permanent festures. Aren't they?”"

Chan thought that he had offered amild and reasonabl e response. He was not ready for the way that
Elke blushed bright red, or for her breathless outburst: "Then that just proves how much you don't know.
Links can be created—and destroyed. How much scientific training have you had?'

"Vay little"
"How much?'

"Well, none." Chan held up his hands defensvely. "Dr. Siry, | wasn't arguing with you. I'm just telling you
what I've been told.”

It didn't seem to help. She was as nervous and intense as ever, the absol ute opposite of Dag Korin, who
gave theimpression he had seen it dl before and found it no more shocking thistime around.

"But therésworse," Elke said abruptly. "We had word today from the Angdls. They have some way of
monitoring the existence of the Link point in the Geyser Swirl. That Link wasn't there ayear ago, and it
wasn't there yesterday. But it was there two months ago, and now it's there again. It comes and goesina
totaly unpredictable way."

Chan decided that it was nothing persond. Elke Siry wasn't angry with him, she was angry with a
universe that didn't behave asit was supposed to.

He asked, "Isthat what happened to the other expeditions? They tried to go to aLink network point
that wasn't there?'

"No. If aLink exit point isn't available, the jump won't take place. The samewill betrue of us. If the
Link isn't there, our ship won't be able to make the transition.”

"Then what does it mean, so far aswe are concerned?’

Again argpid flush of color cameto her cheeks. "I'm not sure. But | think we may pass through when
the Link is open, and then find ourselves unable to get back. We could become stranded, somewherein
the Geyser Swirl. Maybe that's what happened to the other expeditions. Onething's very clear. ThisLink
isnothing like the onesthat we are used to. Whoever madeit isn't amember of the Stellar Group.”

"Which meanswhat well be doing is even more dangerous than it sounds,” Dag Korin said quietly. "All
right, Elke. That givesme my cue. | had my own conversation today with a consortium of Stellar Group
members. Seemsthey're still worried that when we're where they can't keep an eye on us, in spite of
what they'vetold uswell behave like naughty boys and girls. They gave me another severe warning: no
matter what happens, we must not kill any beingswho may beintelligent. When in doubt, we areto err
on the side of nonviolence. | said, supposethat the dienstry to kill us?1 wastold, do whatever you can
to save yoursdalves, but your actions may not include the use of lethd force. If thiscommand is not
obeyed, you, Dag Korin, will be held personally responsible.”



Chan said, "In other words, if we're attacked we're supposed to lie down and die?’

"Exactly.” The Genera winked, so quickly it might have been no more than an accidenta blink of one
blueeye. "Now I'm just going to talk alittle at the pair of you. Daton, you've probably been wondering
why an old fogy like me, long past retirement, was put in charge of such an important expedition. Oh,
don't bother to deny it, I've seen the look on your face. Ancient, adeep haf the time, doesn't know
what's going on. Isn't that about it? And maybe you're right, and I'm past it. But | do know one or two

things

"One of them | learned along time ago, a Capdllas Drift. It'sastrue now asit wasthen: amilitary
geniuswho'salightyear away from the action islikely to make worse mistakes than the average joe or jill
on the spot. Just to make it quite clear what I'm getting at,we're going to be on the spot when we get to
the Geyser Swirl. Not the Pipe-Rillas. Not the Tinkers. Not those damned brainy cabbages that people
cdl theAngds.Us.

"But don't let me get carried away on the subject of aiens, because there's one other thing | haveto say
that's even more important to me than cussing out the members of the Stellar Group. It'sthis: | hateto
lose people. If theré's any way on earth or heaven that it can be avoided, the members of my crew aren't
going to die, no matter what aien garbage hasto get killed aong the way to prevent it.

"No Stellar Group members are going to be in the Geyser Swirl to keep an eye on what we get up to
there. If anything is ever discovered, by some method | can't imagine, | propose to assume full persona
respongbility for violence. | don't give adamn what aliens—or humans—do to me. Y ou know what they
say about old soldiers. Well, if | haveto | won't fade away. I'd rather go down in flames and in disgrace
than see our peoplekilled.”

Korin stood up. "Right. I've said my bit, and | don't propose to repest it. We're going, and we're coming
back, as many as possible, and damn al diens. Now let's get the show on the road and prepare this
rustbucket for Link trangt.”

Elke stood up, but Chan did not move. The Genera glared at him. "Didn't you hear me?"

"Yes, gr, | did." Chan wondered about Korin's short-term memory. "I thought we were going to discuss
my problem.”

"Y our problem?’

Hadn't the Genera understood anything of what Chan had said earlier?"Y es. Y ou know. The problem
with Deb Bisson.”

"Didn't shetdl you that she would arrive on board before the deadline?!

"Y es. She may be here dready.”

"Then you don't have aproblem. Y ou tell her the arrangement with the rest of your team members went
just the way that you planned it. When we have |eft Earth orbit and are on our way to the Link entry
point, you can tell her the truth. By then it will betoo late for her to leave." Korin saw thelook on Chan's

face, and smiled. "Come on, man. | thought you said she hated your guts?"

"Not just my guts. All of me."



"So shefinds out you didn't exactly tell her the truth." Korin ushered them toward the door. " So what?
She's on theway to the Swirl. Do you think Deb Bisson can hate you any more than she aready does?”’

The door closed, leaving the generd inside and Chan and Elke Siry once morein the corridor. She

seemed in no hurry to leave. Shelounged against the wall, in the same pose as when Chan and Dag
Korin had arrived, and stared at him speculatively. She said, "Why does this woman, Deb Bisson, hate
you?"

An odd question, from someone billed as the project scientist. But they were dl going to be working
together on a dangerous mission, and the more they understood each other, the better. Chan, for the
second timein as many hours, summarized the dedl that he had made with Deb when he was on Europa.
If she would come dong, he had guaranteed the whole rest of the team.

When he was finished Elke Siry leaned on the wall and stared a nothing, until Chan wondered if he had
becomeinaudibleand invisble.

At last shesad, "Your explanation isnonsense. Y ou are omitting essentia data. Why does shereally
hate you?'

"l don't know."

"Then tel me of the previoustimesthat the pair of you met, before your recent encounter on Europa.”
She had no right in the world to ask for such information, and Chan had no reason to provideit to her.
But he found the words spilling out, recalling things that had happened many years before. When he
finished, Elke Siry nodded dowly.

"I have never met your friend Deb Bisson. | have hardly met you. However." Elkésred lips parted, to
reved sharp whiteincisors and dightly pronounced canines. "However, if you had done to me what you

did to her, | would tear out your throat the next time that we met.

"Deb Bisson isakind, forgiving woman, ever to speak to you again.”

15: A HELPING HAND FOR
TINKERSAND
PIPE-RILLAS

It was difficult to keep theMood Indigo exactly balanced on itsthrustors, and the ship was dmost
imperceptibly descending. It was aso drifting dowly closer to the Pipe-Rillavessd sitting on the seabed.

The crew of that other ship had been lesslucky than Bony and his companions. Their vessdl waslonger
than theMood Indigo , and less of its masswas at the rear end. Instead of settling down stern-first and



remaining upright, it had toppled onto its Sde. Any occupants now had to ded with a ship wherefloors
and walls had switched roles.

There was no doubt in Bony's mind that thiswas avessd built by Pipe-Rillas. They followed the
"decorated" school of ship design, their thought processes gpparently dominated by "Hey, look, here's
another place on the hull where we can attach agadget.” Close up, the ship's exterior was bumped and
lumped and pocked and knotted, draped with grapplers and thrustors and sensors.

And clearly there were beingsinside. Bony was now close enough to see the tableau on the seafloor.
The fourteen bubble-creatures had formed a semicircle around one side of the Pipe-Rillaship. Two
suited human figures, who must be Liddy Morse and Friday Indigo, stood close to the center of the
haf-circle, right next to the ship. They were facing what was presumably a port, and one of them was
gesturing toward the rounded upper part of the hull.

Without exchanging aword with anyone, Bony could guess at the problem. The Pipe-Rillaship, likethe
Mood Indigo , possessed airlocks. But those locks were usdessif their outer hatches opened at the top.
In space it made no difference, but here under water you needed a hatch at the bottom, so that dl the air
inthe lock did not escape when the hatch was opened. And again, Friday Indigo's ship had been lucky.
Of the three airlocks, one of them had been Stuated with the outer haich at the bottom. The Pipe-Rilla
vessel had been lessfortunate. Bony could see four airlocks, but not one of them had the right position
for the outer hatch. The hatches sat at the top of the locks. A Pipe-Rillawho used the lock to leave the
ship would have grest trouble getting back in. It was afair guessthat the crew had been siranded on
board ever since they arrived on Limbo.

Bony waswilling to make another bet. Even with theMoodIndigo hovering lessthan fifty meters awvay
from them, neither Friday Indigo nor Liddy would be ableto think of any way to help the stranded
Fipe-Rillas.

But Bony could.

Firgt, though, he needed to talk to them. Normally that would be trivid for two ships so close together,
but herein Limbo's ocean the surrounding water damped electromagnetic sgnals. It had to be adirect
cable connect, or something much more old-fashioned: talking in person.

Bony'sarriva had not gone unnoticed. One of the suited human figures was waving, but whether in
greeting or irritation Bony could not tell. The bubble people, showing more sense than the humans, had
retrested to the other side of the Pipe-Rilla ship and were peeping cautiously around the hull. They had
theright idea. Even with low thrust, the auxiliary driveswould be dangerousif you got too closeto the
exhaudts.

With that in mind, Bony took theMood Indigo sideways, away from the other ship, until therewasa
clear two hundred meters between them. Then hekilled dl horizontal thrust and gradualy decreased the
verticd drive. TheMood Indigo made a smooth and sedate landing on the flat seabed. When Bony was
surethat it tood in astable position he cut al thrut.

He had not removed his suit sncefirst lifting the ship away from the seabed. All he needed to do was
snap the hedmet into position and moveto the airlock. The usual nervousness as he waited for the lock to
cycleand lowered himsdf into the water was replaced by impatience.

The sea bottom was quite different here. The sharp but fragile spears that had surrounded theMood
Indigo at itsoriginal location were replaced by fleshy pink fingersthat reached to waist height and



beyond. Bony assumed at firgt that they were plants—except that as he moved they had the
disconcerting habit of reaching toward him, touching his suit, then flinching away. He picked hisway
carefully through them, acrossanarrow level plain and then up and down a sudden and unexpected
incline. Thefingerstouched him ddicately, in unexpected places, but aways quickly backed off.

Friday Indigo and Liddy Morse had turned away from the Pipe-Rilla ship and were waiting for him ashe
approached. Direct speech would serve when they were within afew feet of each other, and Indigo
didn't waste time in getting down to business.

He bdlowed, "I thought | told you to stay with the ship.”
"l did stay with the ship. It'sright there.”

"But | meant—oh, what the hell. We couldn't get sense from the bubble-brains, but they led usto this."
Indigo reached out to touch the hull of the Pipe-Rilla ship. At the sametime, Liddy grabbed Bony'sarm
and gave it awelcoming sgueeze.

"Arethey dive?' Bony asked. He had taken aquick look through the port of the ship, and seen only an
inexplicable whirlwind of movement within.

"Oh, they'redivedl right." Indigo sounded moreirritated than pleased. Bony could seewhy. Living
Pipe-Rillas meant that theMood Indigo was not the first Stellar Group to contact the Limbics. Therefore,
Friday Indigo would have no unique position in the history books.

"How many are on board?"

"How many?" Indigo's face was hard to see through the suit visor, but his voice was puzzled. "How the
hell should I know? 1 don't see how you could count them even if you wanted to. Thousands, | guess.”

Bony, after his own moment of bewilderment, understood Indigo's answer. It was not just Pipe-Rillas.
There must also be a Tinker Composite on board. Bony had never actualy seen one, but he definitely
wanted to because he had read about them for over thirty years.

More than ever, he was curious to see theinsde of the Pipe-Rillaship. But hisbright ideafor getting the
diensin and out needed review. Just how did a Tinker dedl with an airlock? 1t had to bein terms of the
whole Composite because individua components were not intelligent until they clustered. What sort of
suit wasright for abeing with no stable shape?

He didn't have to be able to answer that question himsdlf. All he had to do was arrange things so he
could enter the ship. After that, the Tinkers themselves would tell him how they managed exit and entry.

Heturned again to Friday Indigo. "l assumethey can't get out.”

"Of coursethey can't. Look at the position of their airlocks. Open the outer hatch, theair init will go
right up to the surface and the lock will fill with weter.”

"| can solvethat problem.”
"I know, | know. The Pipe-Rillaand the Tinker Composite must have aready thought of it, and so did 1.

Roll the ship using latera thrustors, until the outer hatches are on the bottom of thelocks. Only | dare not
try it. The hull of their ship probably isn't as strong astheMood Indigo , and | don't think it could take a



roll."

"That's all right. We don't need to move the ship. All we haveto do isadd an L-section beyond their
outer hatch, awide tube that makes an airtight seal with the hatch and then turnsdownward for afew
meters. That way, air can't escgpe when they open the hatch, and the leve in the vertica section of the
tubewill just fal or riseto equaize pressures.”

"If that would work, wouldn't they have thought of it themselves?”

"Maybe they did. But thereé's no way they could do it frominsde. And there's no way we could do it,
ether, without the machine shop and materials on board theMood Indigo ."

"You'rejust trying to justify disobeying orders and flying my ship over here."

"| thought it was the best thing to do. Anyway, should | try what | said and modify the lock on thedien
sip?'

"Oh, go ahead." Friday Indigo waved ahand in dismissd. "Do what you like. I'm not interested in
engineering details. I'm going back to my ship. | have other ideasthat | need to explore.”

"I'll let you know when I'm done, sir, and you can operate their airlock.”

"Don't bother. When | told you | was going firgt, | meant to meetnew aliens, not the pain-in-the-ass
Fipe-Rillas and Tinkers Stting indde that garbage can.”

Indigo plowed away across the seabed, somping pink fingers underfoot and raising clouds of st with
every step.

Liddy stood close to Bony, waiting. When Indigo was safely out of range she said, "I'm redlly glad you
came when you did. Y ou should have heard him after the bubble people brought us here, and he redlized
that we weren't the first. He was so pissed he was like acrazy man. | was afraid held try something
terrible”

"What could he do?'

"I don't know. But if there were away to kill everyonein the Pipe-Rilla ship, | suspect he would have
doneit."

"Oh, | don't believethat."

"I'm sure you don't. Y ou'retoo nice, Bony. But in my line of work I've tended to see men at their wordt.
Let me offer you awarning. Don't ever get into aSituation where being rid of you might be to Friday
Indigo's advantage.”

While they spoke, something had been happening at the port of the dien ship. Bony moved closer, and
realized that he could no longer seetheinterior at al. The port was shrouded by a purple-black sheet. He
pressed his face to the window and saw that the shroud was composed of amosaic of wings, each about
aslong as hisfinger. It was components of the Tinker Composite, clustering.

Why would they do that?



To learn the answer, Bony would first have to find away into the ship.
"Hedidn't give you any orders, Liddy. Would you help me?’
"Of course. But don't expect meto build anything.”

"I don't. Just give me ahand bringing the L-section of tube over to this ship when it'sfinished, and help
me put it into pogtion.”

"I can manage that. I'm stronger than | look. Y ou should try me sometime.”

She grinned at Bony through her visor and flexed her arm muscles. Even within the bulky suit, she
seemed dim and graceful. Bony turned away o that he wouldn't look like he was staring. Not sure what
to say, he started back toward theMood Indigo . Liddy came close behind, followed by the bubble

people.

"Why are they following us?' she said. "And what made them lead us over to that ship? We gill don't
know."

"Because we can't talk to them. Maybe you could have another try with the trandator, while I'm building
the airlock adapter.”

"“I'm certainly willing. But thefirgt try wasatotd failure.

"That was Indigo'sfault. He was too impatient. The trandator has a big learning component. When the
languages are far apart, you need long samples of both before it can make sense of them.”

They had reached theMood Indigo . Liddy unhooked the trandator from its temporary storage on the
sde of the ship, strapped it a her sde, and turned to face the advancing bubble people. Bony, worried
about her being outside done, waited until the advancing group had peacefully settled down afew meters
from Liddy. Then it was back into the lock for him—he felt he had been away weeks—and down to the
lower level where spare materids were stored. Indigo was noticesably absent, hiding away in his
upper-level private quarters. A definite blessing. Bony dragged what he needed through to the cargo
hold. It wasn't the most convenient place to do the work, but what he had to build was so big that there
was no other option. It would be aclassic blunder, make something and then find you couldn't get it out
of the ship.

Thejob itsdf was straightforward; amost too straightforward. At first Bony found it hard to keep his
mind on it, and after afew minutes he went up aleve so he could stare out of a port and make sure that
Liddy wasdl right. She wastaking, then listening intently to the output of the trandator. The
bubble-creatures had not moved, except that their spokesman had floated forward and now hovered
near Liddy half ameter off the seafloor. The gill dits pumped and pulsed. Reassured, Bony went back to
work.

Histask took time and patience. What he had when he was finished formed agreat curved tube of
trangparent plastic, an inverted L-shape over two meters across and seven meterslong. The upper end
was designed to fit around the outer hatch of the Pipe-Rilla ship and sedl to its hull—or to anything elsein
the known universe. For the moment, Bony was not going to worry about getting it off again. The
adhesive, ironically, had been produced using achemical process given to humans by the Pipe-Rillas.
Maybethey also knew asolvent.



Bony lifted the tube. In the low gravity of Limbo it was not heavy, but it was so big and awkward thet it
was close to unmanageable. Getting it out of the cargo hold would be tricky. He dragged the L-tubeto
the edge of the cargo bay, sweating and swearing. When he was almost there, Friday Indigo appeared a
the upper level and stared down at the struggling Bony. He did not offer to help, but asked, "Where's

Liddy?"

For the past half hour Bony had not been thinking about Liddy at al. Hefelt abit guilty ashe said,
"Qutsde. Trying to talk to the bubble people.”

"Huh. Fat chance. She doesn't know athing about trandation units.”
"l suppose not. Do you need her back in here?"

"No. | don't need either of you. As soon as you get that piece of junk out of the way 1'm going to take
theMood Indigo up to the surface for alook round. | expect I'll be gone for afew hours, so try not to do
anything too supid.”

"Areyou interested in the thing that we thought might be a Link entry point?*

"Could be." That was apparently as much as Indigo intended to say about his exploration plans. He
turned away and added, " Get that lump of garbage outside. | want to start the thrustors as soon asyou're
Clear."

Bony thought of half adozen rude answers, said nothing, and set to work to flood the cargo bay. Let
Indigo worry about getting the water out again. He pushed the awkwardly shaped tube over thelip and
alowed it to tumbleto the seafloor. Peering after it, he saw Liddy till squatting camly on the seabed
surrounded by an attentive ring of bubblefolk.

He went out after the tube, suddenly aware of his own fatigue. He wanted to take a brief rest, but
Indigo's voice at once came crackling in hisear. "All right, Rombelle. Stop loafing. Y ou have three
minutes before | lift the ship.”

Bony nodded wearily—Indigo was clearly watching him on an internal display—and stumbled acrossto
Liddy. "We haveto get out of the way. Bubble people, too."

Liddy was bending low, peering anxioudy a him acrossthe gulf of their two visors. "Iseverything all
right?'

Bony sworearoyd interna oath. If they survived—if he could free her from servitude to Friday
Indigo—if shewanted to go—he would take Liddy on ayear-long holiday, just the two of them, to the
ends of the solar system and beyond. Three"ifs" in one sentence. "Everythingisfine, but Indigois
proposing to raise the ship. We have to be well clear when he does.”

"Areyou dl right?'

"I'm fine. I'm awake. I'm ready to go." Threeliesin three sentences. He wasimproving. "Just let's get
everybody clear.”

She didn't argue, but grabbed one end of the L-tube and helped him to carry it acrossto the seated
group of bubble people. With gestures from her, the whole party moved off to a safe distance from the
Mood Indigo , and watched asthe ship lifted away from the surface with agreat stirring of sediments.



Liddy was staring a him again. Y ou look redly tired. Isit dl right if wetalk for amoment?’
"With Friday Indigo gone| fed better aready. I'm awake. Tak away."

"Well, | know I'm not very bright; but you see, when | was outside by myself | had anidea. We don't
really know anything about the bubble people, what sort of information they absorb, or how much, or
how fast. So aswell astaking to them mysdlf, | set up avoca datafeed from theMood Indigo 'sgenerd
data base. People awholelot smarter than me, talking about humans and human activities.”

"Liddy, that was agrest idea."

"I'm not so sure. Y ou remember the sort of gibberish we got when Indigo tried, that “Isit Monday for
the flower' sort of thing?”

"Of course™

"W, for the past few minutes | haven't been getting exactly that. I'm not sure it's much better than
Indigo'stry, but it isdifferent. | recorded everything of course, but I've edited what you'll hear. Listen to
thishit.”

Bony heard a sequence of squeaks, as though a colony of mice had invaded his suit's headset; and then,
quite clearly, asynthesized voice: " . . .we go to the other ship before we go to the other ship. The
other other ship sent us to the other ship, and then sent us to this in the wood of sharp ."

Bony wondered if that was supposed to make sense. Maybe he was moretired than he redized. "Play it
agan."

"All right. But there's another piece | want you to hear."

The recorded trand ation was repested, then went on: " The one ship is not the other ship or the other
other ship. The one ship is the ship of the angels. The angels of the one ship send us to the other
ship and the other other ship."

Bony yawned. He had never expected to find the seabed of an dien planet relaxing, but here he was half
ready to fall adeep. "It doesn't make any more sense than what was said to Friday Indigo.”

IIG,].II
"I'mnot criticizing you, Liddy. You tried. What did you think it meant?"

"Wadl, I know I'm not good at thinking. | wasn't trained to use my mind. From thetime | wasten years
old I wastrained to use my body. But | thought—I guessit doesn't matter what | thought.”

"It does." God, was he humoring her? That would be as bad as Friday Indigo. "Liddy, what's your
ideg?"

"Wdll ... | wondered at that word,angel . Of dl the words the trandator might pick, why that one? |
supposeit could be random. But maybe the Limbic reallymeant Angd, like one of theaienswecal an
Angdl. | know, thereisn't an Angel on board the ship that we were taken to. But if theMood Indigo is
this ship, and the Pipe-Rillavessd istheother ship, then what'stheother other ship?”



"There were supposedly two aien shipsthat came to the Geyser Swirl beforewe did. Y ou think—"

"lan't it possible? That one of them, the ship Indigo and | were taken to, has a crew of Pipe-Rillas and
Tinkers. But theother ship, what the Limbics call the other other ship—"

"Hasacrew of Angels. | hear you. Play it one moretime.”

Bony listened hard, concentrating to the limits of histired brain. At the end he shook his head. "I can't
tell. | see what you're getting at, that there's another ship here and it directed the Limbicsto usand to the
Pipe-Rillavessd. But thisisal guesswork. Evenif you're right, what we have to do next is clear enough.
Come on. Grab the tube again, and let's go."

The walk across the ocean floor was only afew hundred meters. Say that fast and it sounded easy, but
Bony soon learned that forward progress was difficult verging on impossible. The L-shaped section of
tube seemed to have amind of its own, tilting and twisting in unexpected directions. The sesfloor pink
fingersingsted on ingpecting the pipe and were sometimes reluctant to let go, providing extraresistance
to movement. The mid-searise, hardly noticeable when you crossed it unencumbered, seemed to have
become much steeper. Bony's face-plate began to steam up, reminding him that the suit was designed for
space and not for work under the sea. He looked for Liddy, holding the other end of the tube, and saw
only afoggy blur. Everything must bejust asdifficult for Liddy, but she was struggling on without
complaint. If she could do it, he could. He trudged on, head down, exhausted and unable to see where
hewas going.

Hewas at the end of histether and ready to call for abreak when suddenly everything became easier.
The tube seemed to weigh nothing and glided forward of its own volition. Startled, Bony released his
hold and looked around him. Four of the bubble people had taken the sides of the tube and were
carrying it easily through the water. Their strength wasimpressive. Just aswell that they seemed a

peaceful lot.

Did they have any ideawhere he and Liddy were going? Apparently so. The Pipe-Rillaship lay straight
ahead, encouragingly close. During thefinal hundred meters, his suit visor lost itsfog and hisfatigue
lessened.

Ten meters from the sunken ship, Bony released his hold on the pipe section and gestured to the bubble
folk to do the same. They ignored him. He went across to them and turned the thrustors of hissuit on at a
low level. He pointed to the exhaust and said, "Dangerous. Don't stay too close.” They didn't ssemto
understand; they didn't move.

Liddy came across to stand next to him. She repeated, "Dangerous. Drop the tube. Don't stay too close.
Move awvay."

After an odd gobbling sound, Bony heard the distorted words, "Not too close. Move away."

They came from the trandator, which he now realized was strapped at Liddy's side. She had carried it
al theway from theMood Indigo , while till holding up her end of the tube. She had not lied—shewas
much stronger than she looked. And now the bubble men were drifting away, moving off to asafe
distance.

Heturned to Liddy, who said softly, "The trandator has heard alot more of methan it has of you. At the
moment it's better at my voicethan yours. That'sal.”



"But you thought to bring it with you—I didn't. I don't ever want to hear you say again that you're not
smart. Don't tell that to me, and don't listen to Indigo when he saysit. Becauseit's not true. Y ou're not
just beautiful, you're dso intelligent and resourceful

"I'll do what you ask under one condition. Don'tyou ever tell me again that you are fat and clumsy.
Because that's not true. Y ou're well-proportioned and attractive."

There could hardly be aworse place and time. Liddy had moved very close, but they were separated by
the infinite distance of two space-suits. Anything that Bony might have done—if he had dared—would
have to wait. He stepped away from Liddy and said, "We're not finished yet, and the tricky bit isstill to
come. We have to get this tube up there and sealed to the hull, and it will be just the two of us because
I'm afraid our suit exhausts might damage the bubble people. Areyou up for it?"

"I'll manage.
"Wait until | lift the other end.”

Maybe it was easier to turn the tube than to carry it across the uneven seabed, or maybe experience
made the difference. Whatever the reason, they maneuvered the tube without problems up the side of the
Pipe-Rillaship, usng ther suit jetsto lift themsaves and direct the L-section into position. The sed was
gtill tricky work and Bony wished—for maybe half a second—that Friday Indigo wasthereto hdlp. It
was along, tedious, three-quarters of an hour until the horizontal part of the L-section was snugly mated
to the hull of the ship. The vertica portion curved down toward the seabed. Now there was one
remaining problem. The aliensingde needed to operate the lock. Bony could see no way of doing it from
the outsde.

"Stay here." Heleft Liddy insde the vertical section of tube and descended once more to the seabed. He
advanced to the ship's port, but as before the view within was hidden by the cloak of purple Tinker
wings. He swore, raised the gauntlet of his suit, and hammered as hard as he dared on the port.

Nothing. But with asecond series of bangs, the cluster of Tinker wings shivered, fluttered, and was
suddenly gone. Intheir place, staring at Bony with big-eyed concentration, was a Pipe-Rilla, lowering her
fourteen-foot body with a cantilevering of long, multijointed limbs until she was face-to-face with him a
the port.

He gestured and shouted, hoping she could see his expressonsingde his suit or hear hisvoice through
the hull. "Up there. At theairlock.” A frantic turning of his hands, asthough working ascrew. "It's safeto
use, you can operateit. I"—finger pointing a himsaf—"will go up there'— pointing up again—"and enter
as soon asit'sopen.”

Did she have any ideawhat he was getting at? He had no experience with the aliens, no way of knowing
how to read their body language. Asfor facia expressions, you could forget them. The Pipe-Rillas had
rigid exoskeletons.

He pointed upward again. "I'm going there now. Y ou operate the airlock.” More turning of hishands.
"And | will comein."

Had there been amovement of the narrow head, atremble of understanding? Bony watched. At last,
when the imagined movement was not repeated, he left the port and rgoined Liddy. She was till waiting
by the airlock.



"Did they understand?"
He shook hishead. "I don't know. Well haveto wait and see."

He probably sounded as discouraged as he felt. Histdent, if he had any, wasfor improvising. A more
logica man would have prepared the ground thoroughly in advance, making sure through written signals
that the Pipe-Rillainsde knew what he had been doing. Asit was, he and Liddy might be forced to wait
here until their air was running out, then return to the safety of theMood Indigo with nothing to show but
falure

From somewhere, near or far, came astrange, creaking rumble. Liddy grabbed hisarm. "Bony."

"] don't know what it was. Wait afew seconds.”

It took considerably more than that. Maybe two whole minutes passed before the grinding rumble came
again. But thistime Bony recognized it for what it was. A motor at work, irising open asealed hatch. It
was another few seconds before the gap was visible, but now the wait did not seem long. Soon they

heard ahissof air.

Half aminute more, and the hatch was fully open. The water level in the vertical part of the L-section
dropped a meter, then steadied. Bony and Liddy stepped through the hatch, and waited until it closed.

Liddy reached out and gave Bony anervous hug. Theinner hatch gtill had to go through its cycle, but the
hard work was over. They were, at last, about to enter a Pipe-Rillavessd.

They were going to meet Stellar Group diens.

16: LINKING TO THE
GEYSER SWIRL

TheHero's Return was no longer amilitary ship, yet Chan Daton assumed its affairswould run with at
least a semblance of military precision.

He had been watching the clock. Thetime for leaving Ceres orbit was set for midnight. As soon asthat
departure took place, Deb Bisson would be unable to leave the ship. Shewould be forced to travel to
the Link entry point, and from there to the Geyser Swirl.

He had checked that Deb was aboard and in prime living quarters, but to avoid meeting her he had
moved hundreds of meters away, hiding far forward in an empty region once occupied by amagjor
weapons system. As soon as the ship was heading out he planned to go aft and find her.

But midnight had come and gone, and theHero's Return floated in space as Slent asaghost ship. After
ten frustrating minutes Chan started aft. Something had gone wrong, and he needed to find out what.



Thefirst person he met was Elke Siry. She was heading forward, though he knew of nothing that lay in
that direction. She would have moved past him had he not stood in her way.

He spread his arms wide to block the narrow passageway. Do you know why departure has been
ddayed?

She frowned a him, pale brows shadowing her icy blue eyes. "What are you talking about?'
"We were supposed to leave a midnight. It'samost twelve-fifteen, and we haven't moved. Why?"

Instead of answering his question, she ducked under hisarm and eased past him in the corridor. "Come
withme"

Chan, baffled, followed. In seventy metersthey were at the extreme forward end of the ship. Elke led
him on, through anarrow round hatch into a bubble of transparent plastic.

"Thisiswhere | was going anyway," she said. "It's the bow observation port. There's no better placeto
look at the stars, and see what's ahead of the ship."”

She spoke as though her words provided some kind of explanation. Chan was about to voice his
frustration when he followed her pointing finger.

"Ceres" shesad. The biggest of al the asteroids loomed large to the right of theHero's Return . It was
diding rapidly backward, asthough itsorbital motion took it in that direction. But its sunlit hemisphere
was also to therear. That implied Ceres was dropping directly toward the Sun.

Chan turned to Elke, and found her watching him with a superior expression. "No, Ceresisn't moving
sunward,” she said. "Were movingaway from the Sun. We're heading for the Asteroid Belt's closest Link
entry point, three and a half million kilometersfarther out. The drive wasturned on precisdy at midnight.”

"But | didn't fed athing.”

"Because theHero's Return was designed as amilitary ship. The engines can produce acceleration
bursts of up to twenty-five gees. That would kill the crew if you didn't do anything about it, so anywhere
that the crew might be was equipped with inertia shedders. Well never reach those levels of acceleration,
of course, but even two gees would be uncomfortable. General Korin thought we might aswell get the
benefit of the shedders.”

"| can't hear the drive. Surely we ought to, even thisfar forward.”

"Do you know what engine noise signifies?' When Chan merely shrugged, she went on. "Engine
noise—noise of any kind—isawarning flag forinefficiency . Noise doesn't help the drive to work. It
doesn't provide useful information on engine status. It's not something adesigneraims to produce. Quite
the opposite. In amechanical system, noise and excess hest tell you that you are wasting energy. Ina
military ship it isworse than that. Noise and heat can also announce the ship's presence to an enemy.
Hence, the engines of this ship were made as efficient—and noise-free—as possible. If you do hear
anything, it'sasure sign that something is going wrong.”

Her manner was so |oaded with condescension and cool contempt that the temptation to argue was
amog irresstible. Was shelooking for afight? Or wasthis her norma way of dedling with mere mortas?



Just now, Chan did not have the time to find out. He had asked Danny Casement to say nothing until he,
Chan, had the chance to talk to Deb Bisson. But silence became harder for Danny as time went on and
other team members wondered why they had not yet seen the Bun on board.

"Thank you, Dr. Siry. | promise I'll come back later and take a better look." Chan managed asmileand
hurried out of the observation chamber. At the hatch he turned to ask, "Do you know when we are
scheduled for trangition?"

"Of course." Raised eyebrows, at so eementary aquestion. "Link entry will take place seven and ahalf
hours from now."

"Thank you." After thefirst show of gratitude, the next one came easier. Chan resisted the urge to say
more and began the long trip aft. The trouble with Elke Siry's superiority complex wasthat it appeared to
be justified. Chan had wondered after their |ast meeting if she might be some sort of ringer, planted on the
team as a supposed scientist because of her relationship to General Korin. He had done adata
download, and decided that if Elke were a plant the job had been done thoroughly. The records showed
afull life story, from child prodigy in mathematics and music, to origind discoveriesin theoretica physcs
by the time she was seventeen. Now, a twenty-five, her list of important contributions spilled over into
three digits

What was s0 vauable a scientist doing on this high-risk expedition? Maybe Korin had talked her into it,
but Chan doubted that. There were hintsin the record not only of aformidable brain, but just as
formidable awill. What Elke wanted, Elke got. She was here because she was interested in the Geyser
Swirl, and the mystery of the new Link entry point.

Chan was coasting dong the corridor that ran asa centrd axisfor thefull length of theHero's Return . It
wasthe main artery for personnel movement back and forth along the ship, and in the vessdl's military
past there must have been people bustling through the thoroughfare al the time. Today he heard nothing
and saw no one. About the halfway point he cameto the old fire control room that sat at the protected
heart of the ship. It too was empty, and he passed it by. Thiswas where the ship's navigation system
would take care of dl actions on the way to Link entry, swapping flight data with stations on Ceres and
the Jovian moons, only the final choice would require ahuman decision: enter the Link, or declineto do
s0? It occurred to Chan that perhaps this was the choice that humans were least qualified to make. He
recognized in himself the tendency to say, we've come so far, we can't possibly change our minds now.
People following that philosophy died climbing mountains, they sgned disastrous contracts, they flew into
hurricanes, and they embarked on lifelong commitments to the wrong mates. Perhaps they headed to the
gtars for the same reason.

The width of the ship narrowed as he moved &ft. It was down from amaximum of seventy metersin its
centra part to maybe forty. He was beyond the old captain’'s quarters, beyond Dag Korin's chosen suite,
into the region which had in the old days been reserved for viditing VIPs. Korin himsdlf had placed
Chrisse Winger and Tarbush in suites there, and the other team members had asked to be close by.
Team members. Let's hope you could still call them that after his meeting with Deb Bisson.

He dowed down and examined the glowing numbersthat identified each corridor. It waswell past
midnight, and unless Tully O'Toole was suffering bad withdrawa symptoms Deb should be aone. She
would probably be adeep, and if he had to he would wake her. He had to get this over with as soon as
possible, or he himsalf would never deep.

Thissde branch. Thisdoor. Not locked—it was even dightly open.



He hesitated. On Europa he had entered Deb's gpartment without permission and she had almost
broken his neck. If she had known who he was, she probably would have.

He was encouraged by aflicker of light from within. She was awake, and she was watching some sort of
display. He gave atoken knock, did the door wide, and entered.

Deb was awake dl right, dressed in ablack skintight suit and black dippers and sitting quietly on her
bed. Unfortunately she was not done. It was not just Tully, suffering from night shivers. Chan did aquick
head count. Danny—T ully—the Tarbush—and, on the other side of the bed, Chrisse. They were dl
absorbed in adisplay on the far wall, and no one had seen him enter. Chan glanced at theimaging
volume, and stood staring.

It was the Geyser Swirl, in three dimensions and in more detail than he had ever seenit. Gas clouds,
twisting like arosy triple braid insde and outside a necklace of stars, orange and green and blue, showed
how the Swirl had gotten its name. The image was striking enough, but it was the prerecorded voice
accompanying the picture that redlly grabbed the attention.

"In thewords of one of humankind, the Geyser Swirl isa riddle wrapped in a mystery inside an
enigma ." It wasthe flat, computer-generated tones of an Angel. "We are certain, beyond doubt, that a
Link network point existswithin the Geyser Swirl. We are equally confident that no member of the Stellar
Group placed it there. At that point, knowledge becomes speculation. A test probe reported that it was
entering the Link, but there was no standard return signd to report asuccessful trangit, nor did the probe
itsdlf return.

"Meanwhile, contrary to the evidence of the probe, arecent remote survey indicates no evidence of a
Link point's existence within the Swirl. The survey did define the stellar types present in the Swirl, as
follows: F-type stars predominate, and there are seven of them. Thereis one blue giant star, one A-type,
one K-type cool giant, and one G-type dwarf of mass smilar to Sol. Detailed spectraare available. Five
of the gdllar systems possess planetary retinues. However, of the twenty-three planetsin these systems,
noneis able to support life of any form resembling amember of the Stellar Group. Nine are massve gas
giants, five possess hydrogenous or methane atmospheres, while the remaining five lack volatilesand an
atmosphere of any kind. Note that this distribution violates the widely accepted principle of homeostatic
convergence, whereby worlds able to support life tend to acommon limit of atmospheric pressure and
composition, temperature, and humidity. In the Geyser Swirl, dl surface temperaturesliein the lethal
range...."

Since entering, Chan had not moved or made a sound; but Deb Bisson possessed the helghtened senses
of aweagpons master. Without warning sherolled off the bed and came to her feet poised ready to
spring. Chan held his hands wide, to show that he was unarmed.

"Only me. | didn't say anything, because you were al watching." He nodded at the display. "Doesn't
look good for the teams that went there aready, doesit? No habitable planets. At least we're
forewarned."

Hetried to sound relaxed and casual. It didn't work. The others glanced at him, then a once turned their
eyesto the woman standing by the bed. Chrissie held out arestraining hand. Danny Casement said,
"Easy, Deb, easy." And then to Chan, "I'm sorry, but | told her. A few minutes ago. | had to, because we
were on theway."

Chan nodded, but he did not take his eyes away from Deb. "I understand. Don't blame Danny for this,
Deb. | asked him not to say anything until we left parking orbit.”



"I don't blame Danny for anything." She was Hill in the fighting posture that made the hair sand up on the
back of Chan's neck. ™Y ou think you're smart, Chan Daton, tricking me into being part of the team. But
you don't know athing. | was going anyway, with or without the other team members.”

"I'm glad. Thisteam wouldn't be the same without you. And I'm very glad that when | cameinyou
weren't carrying weapons.”

"Oh, cut the crap. Y ou just want to use me, the way you used me before. The way you use everybody.
Asfor having no weapons, try this."

She hardly moved, just theflick of her left index finger. Chan saw nothing, and for about five seconds he
felt nothing. Then there was a curious sensation of something crawling up his chest.

He looked down and saw that a round white patch about five centimeters across had appeared in the
middle of hislong-deeved shirt. While he watched, it soread rapidly. He redlized that the white patch was
part of hisundershirt, and the outer garment was smply vanishing. The torso went, then the neck and
findly the deeves, cregping down hisarmsto hiswrigs until he was standing in adeevelesswhitetop. An
odd smell of acetonefilled hisnogtrils.

"l used afdbric verson." Deb'sface was stony. "I'll give you thirty secondsto get out of my room. If
you're not gone by then, well see how the skin version works."

"Deb." But he saw her eyes. "All right, I'm on my way. I'll say it again, I'm glad you're with us."

Heleft, carefully closing the door after him. There was along silence, broken surprisingly by Tully
OToole. He had been staring, mouth open, first at Deb and then at Chan.

"Wdll, theré'sasurprise. Herubbed at hisarm, with itsline of purple dots. "Now we know why he
awayswore long deeves. And where he got the words for me. Heknows it can be done, you see.”

Deb glared a him. "What are you talking about?"

"Chan told methat you can break the Paradox habit. He knew, because he did it. Didn't you see his
bare arms when your potion dissolved his shirt away?"

"Of coursel did. Weadll did."

"But | was nearer than you. | saw the marks. He's a Paradox addict himself—or | should say, he used to
be. The stigmata have faded to little white dots; but till they show, from long ago.”

"Long ago," Danny Casement added. "Tully hasit right. Not any more, though. Not for along time.
Chan'sover it."

"When?" Deb'svoice would cut glass.
"Y ou mean, when was he on it? Oh, I'm not sure.”
"I know." Tarboosh Hanson stirred from his cross-legged position on the floor. The head of Scruffy the

ferret peered out from agap between the fastenings of his shirt. "I was there when it happened. It was
right after the beginning of the quarantine when Chan came by Lunar Farsde. He had found out that we



wouldn't be allowed to go to the stars and he wasin despair. He said he had |et everybody down, and he
couldn't stand that. He swore he was going to do something about it. Y ou must know al this, Deb. He
waswith you on Vestaright before he cameto Lunar Farsde.”

"Hewas. But thetwo of ushad just had abig fight. He never said anything like that to me when he left.”

"The Tarbush isright, though." Danny Casement stood up. " Chan was fedling so low—I didn't know
about your argument, so | assumed it was about the quarantine—that | wondered if held ever come back
to norma. And I know what happened next, though | didn't hear it until along time afterwards. Chan left
Lunar Farsde and went down to Earth. He was in contact with people there who said they had worked
with aliens, and he thought he might be able to make aspecid ded. Isn't that right, Tarb?"

"Itis. He had sometricky plan worked out, something involving Pipe-Rillas operating in the basement
warrensthat could made an end run around the quarantine. But somebody wastrickier than hewas. A

pusher dipped him adose of Paradox during dinner, and that wasit. Y ou know what they say, one shot
and you'regone."

Deb Bisson sat down suddenly on the bed. "I thought it had to beinjected.”

"For maximum effect, it does. Regulars dways take it that way. But most people get hooked ordly, the
way Chandid."

"Theway | did," said Tully. He had closed hiseyes. "Oh, yes. That's the way it's done. One shot in your
cup, and you never come up. That would still be true for meif you and Chan hadn't taken me from

Europa”

"What happened after that?"
At Deb's question the otherslooked at each other.

"To Chan?' Danny Casement said at last. "He never came back. Y ou can buy Paradox most places
now, but right after the quarantine al the suppliers were down on Earth. So he didn't leave.”

"Hecouldn't leave." Tully sat rocking to and fro, hiseyes ill closed and hisarmsfolded across his
chest. Y ou have no idea how good you feel when it hits, or how frightened you get when you don't
know where the next shot is coming from. Y ou want to follow your supplier twenty-four hours aday, just
to make sure. Get a shot, you're red hot; missahit, you'rein the pit."

"Stay here aslong as you like and help yoursalves to anything you want." Deb was suddenly on her feet
agan."I'mleaving."

"Where are you going?' Chrissetook her by thearm.
"Totak to Chan."

"Whereishe?'

"l don't know."

"Should | comewith you?'



"No!" Deb shook herself free and was out of the door before anyone could move.
"Better go after her," Danny said. "When shefinds him shell kill him."

"No." Chrissie spokefirmly. "Y ou stay here. Don't you people understandanything ? If she doeskill
him, it'll only be because he deservesit.”

She settled back down on the bed and stared at the display. The Geyser Swirl was still pictured, and the
voice of the Angdl droned on: "Mean estimated surviva timefor asuited individua on the surface of the
planet Swirl Kappa Three, sixteen minutes. On Swirl Kappa Four, four minutes. On Swirl Kappa Five,
nineteen minutes. . ."

"Oh, shut up," Danny said. "Tarb? Tully? Should we follow Deb?"

"I'll go with Chrissie'sjudgment. Well be at the Link in afew more hours. And then, if it works, well be
there ." Tarbush Hanson nodded gloomily at the display of the Swirl. "Relax, Danny, and have adrink.

Get me one, too, whileyou'reat it. It may be our last ever.”
* % %

Deb had not been totally honest. She did know where Chan was—or at least, she knew where his rooms
were, thirty meters long the corridor from hers.

Only he was not there. Glancing around—if he could enter private rooms without knocking, so could
she—Deb found no sign that he had ever been insde. The bed had not been touched and atravel case
sat unopened in the middle of the floor.

Where was he? The only thing she knew for certain was that he must be somewhere on board. She
stood il long enough to dow her pulse to an even fifty beats aminute, then set out on a careful and
deliberate search.

After haf an hour she had found no trace of Chan, but she had gained an idea of just how much space
there wasing de an eighty-thousand-ton warship. Theinterior volume was close to amillion cubic meters,
divided into thousands of rooms and chambers interconnected through amaze of tunnels and corridors.
At the rate she was going, long before she located Chan theHero's Return would have reached the Link
entry point and madeits trangtion.

She needed help. That was not going to be easy to find, in a ship where the service robots were too
dumb to answer even the smplest question.

Deb headed for the main control room. Surely there, if anywhere, she would find other people.

Make thatperson rather thanpeople , and she would be right. The control room of theHero's Return
hed originally also been the fire control zone. Row after row of wesponsterminals, al unoccupied,
formed athree-dimensiona matrix. At thefar end of the great cylindrical chamber, lolling at eseona
couch, Deb saw a solitary blonde.

The woman, lanky and starvation-thin, turned at Deb's approach and said, "If you're looking for Dag
Korin, he'staking anap. He said held be here when the time came to make the Link trangtion." She
glanced at one of the displays. "That's less than five hours from now. | hope he wakesup intime.”

"l don't want Generd Korin. I'm seeking Chan Ddton."



Deb expected acasud "sorry" or "never heard of him." But the woman nodded.
"l don't know where Ddton isnow. But | know where hewas , haf an hour ago.”
"Where?'

"Forward. | told him, the best place to see what's ahead of the ship is the bow observation port. When
he left there he said held be back later.”

"Thank you." Deb was dready on the way.

"All theway forward," the skinny woman called after her. "Follow the central corridor asfar asyou can
go."

Which, as Deb soon found, was very far indeed. She seemed to race for miles before the corridor ahead

ended in asmal ring hatch. It was open, and she dived through headfirst and emerged into a bubble-like
observation chamber.

Chan wasthere, Stting in aswive seat and staring out at the stars. She had made no plans asto what to
do when she found him. She grabbed the back of his chair to dow hersalf and blurted, "Y ou were a
Paradox addict.”

Heturned dowly and said in adeepwalker'svoice, "Yes. | was aParadox addict.”

"Down on Earth."

IIYall

"For how long?"

"Forever." Heroused himsdlf. "No, | guessthat won't do asan answer. From my first hit to my lagt, it
was three years, five months and fourteen days. | didn't know any of that at the time, of course. All the
days blended into one."

"How were you able to stop?"

"The hardest way. | needed money. An addict will do anything to pay for the next shot. One day |
robbed the wrong person. He was chief enforcer for the Duke of Bosny. Next thing | knew | wasina
labor camp in the Gallimaufries where the drug of preference was Ve ocil. The guardsran thetradeinit,
but Paradox and Velocil clash. Take both and you die.”

"What did you do?'

"| died. Or fdt like| did. The guards knew | was hooked on Paradox, so they wouldn't give me Ve ocil.
| guess| ought to have been grateful to them, but | wasn't. | screamed and howled and begged and
prayed. No good. Four years later | was alive, out of the camp, and free of the habit. But you know
what? In my dreams, I'm aParadox addict ill."

It wasn't the passion in his voice that made Deb shiver. It wasthe total lack of it.



"Out of the labor camp,” he went on, "and out of ajob, too. Who would want anything to do with aman
with a Paradox record?'

"Why didn't you cometo—" She checked hersdlf. "What did you do?"

"l went to the man who caught me and put me in the camp. | told him, look, if it wasn't for you I'd be
dead now. It'syour fault that I'm aive, so you owe meajob. Hesaid | had ahell of anerve. But he
seemed amused. He put me on his own staff and | became an enforcer for the Duke of Bosny. | wasa
good one, too. | knew every trick in the book, and alot that weren't there. 1'd used them dl to support
my own habit."

Deb had sunk to her knees at the side of the chair. "After you got out. Why didn't you contact me?”

"It had been nearly eight years. Eight years going on forever. Too long." Chan turned away to stare at
the cold stars. Far ahead the rainbow beacon of the Link entry point was visible as a bright point,
warning space vehiclesto stay away. At last he said, "'l did check with acouple of the old team. They
told me you wereliving with someone else. That finished it. | had nothing to offer, and it wouldn't be fair
to contact you. Anyway, it would have made no difference.”

"Wrong! It would have made a difference tome ."

Thefeding that swept through Deb was like nothing she had known in her whole life, abloodred rage
that twisted and tore at her insides. She raised her hand. One blow would break his neck.

He did not see the movement, because he was il staring at nothing. He could not possibly have seen
her raised hand. But he said, dowly and thoughtfully, ™Y ou know, when | was asked to lead an
expedition to the Geyser Swirl, | knew instantly that | would accept. But | didn't know why. | told mysdlf
that it was the chance to do what we had dl talked of doing, long ago. Since then I've had other thoughts.
Thismisson is so dangerousit sounds like guaranteed suicide. Sane people don't commit suicide. And
only mongterstak their oldest friendsinto going along to die with them. Have | been building ateam? Or
have | been luring you and Danny and Chrissie and the othersto share my fate?"

He sounded like a zombie, and his tone of utter hopel essness broke Deb. The blood seemed to drain
out of her, leaving her weak and faint. She brought her raised hand down on the back of Chan's head,
not violently but gently, touching his hair. "How long before we reach Link entry?"

"About four and ahaf hours.

"Then that'swhen you'l find out if you're amongter. Are you going back to the control room?"

"l don't think so. The Link trangition isthe job of the ship's compuiter. It's supposed to be close to
omniscient, and closeto infdlible

"So why are we here? What can humans do that it can't?'

"We can risk human lives. That's Dag Korin'sjob now; mine when we get through the link."

"Minetoo, then. I'll wait here—if that'sdl right with you?' She waited, but there was no word, no nod of
acceptance. Findly shewent on, "'l can tell you one thing right now. No matter what happens when we

go through the Link, you haven'tlured anybody here. Not Chrissie, not Tarb, not Danny, not anybody.
Every member of the old team, they would rather be here than anywhere esein the universe.”



Still he said nothing.

She added, "And so would |."

Link network trangitions: every one the same, every one different.
Smilaities

* Before atrangtion can beinitiated, coordinates must be provided. One hundred and sixty-eight
decimal digits are needed, enough to specify origin and destination to within one meter anywherein the
universe. No exceptions are permitted.

* The matter dengity within the destination volume must be no greater than that of athin gas; otherwise,
Link trangtion will not beinitiated. Link points on Earth's surface come very closeto that limit.

* Adequate (which isto say, enormous) power must be available a the originating Link point. Travel to
the starswill never be chesp. The power for asingleinterstdlar trip eats up the savings of alifetime.
When alarge massisinvolved, such asthat of theHero's Return , no private groups can afford the
expense. Such Link trangtions are the prerogetive of wealthy species governments.

Differences

* Link entry positions are absolute, but Link entry velocities depend on mass. A smdl ship, such asthe
Mood Indigo , can enter alink with some latitude in velocity and emerge unscathed. A ship the Size of
theHero's Return mugt hit the right entry velocity to within millimeters a second.

* Ve ocity error converts kinetic energy to heat energy upon Link emergence. Missthe entry speed by a
few kilometers asecond, and your ship will emergered hot.

* Thereisno uniformity in Link destinations, and no warning given of their properties. A traveller must
learn of any dangers—high temperature, intense gravity field—ahead of time.

* Smadl fluctuations, believed to be amplified quantum effects, add arandom eement to the direction of

travel on emergence. In theworst possible case, the one-in-a-million shot that no one likesto talk aboutt,
emergence never takes place at dl. In any event, a ship had better be prepared to make sudden course

changes.

That encourages one other permitted variation: the prayers of the crew about to undergo transition can
be anything you like. The contribution of prayer to Link trangtionsis not established—but almost
everyone doesit.

Zero hour was approaching for theHero's Return . The entry point gaped open, a hole in the fabric of
spacetime. In the find seconds before trangition, every person on board fell sllent. Men and women,
young or old, believers or atheists, aone or together, outwardly nervous or outwardly confident, vanished
into their private worlds.

Thefinal second ticked away. Deb Bisson gripped Chan Dalton's hand, hard enough to bruise. He felt
the pain, and welcomed it.



Timeran out. The great bulk of theHero's Return , dowly, duggishly, asif rductantly, did forward to
enter the dark eye of the Link.

17: SAY HELLO TO AN
ANGEL

Bony had known about Tinker Composites since hewasasmall child. He had studied the diens,
watched educationa programs, asked athousand (unanswered) questions of other humans, and read
everything that he could lay hishandson. The Tinkersfascinated him. Pipe-Rillasfascinated him. All the
Stellar Group aliens fascinated him. That was one reason he had been so eager to go to the stars, ever
since he was a child in the basement warrens of Earth. And now . . .

Astheinner hatch swung open and he took the first step forward into the ship'sinterior, Bony found that
hewastrembling.

Hisfirst thought—I hope Liddy can't see how nervous | am—vanished as a carpet of dark purple rose
from the floor in front of him. He heard awhirring of many wings and flinched asacloud of purple-black
components, al apparently identical and each about as big as hisfinger, buzzed around his head.

AsLiddy gasped and clutched Bony's arm, the Tinker components flew to the other sde of the cabin
and settled around atall pole. Fluttering their wingsin ablur of motion they hovered by the column, then
grasped it with smal claws on the front of shiny leather-like wings. Thin, whip-like antennas reached out
and connected heads to neighboring tails. Each body possessed aring of pale green eyes, dl of which
seemed to be staring a Bony. That lasted only afew seconds. Then a second wave with its own myriad
of eyeswas ttling on top of thefirst, and athird over that. It was no longer possible to make out
individua components, and Bony could see no way to count them. He knew that a Tinker Composite
could form a many different sizes, but he did not know if thisone was big or small.

The Composite was taking on a particular shape, a crude approximation to a human form. Within two
minutes the main body was complete, arough "head" aboveit, while"legs' extended outward and
downward to make contact with and derive support from the cabin floor. To Bony's surprise—thiswas
something he had not seen mentioned in the Tinker descriptions—many of the individual components
remained unattached. Of the tota in the cabin, only about four-fifths were connected to form a compact
meass, the others stood tail-first on the cabin floor or hung singly from walls and celling.

The mass of the Tinker Composite began to form afunne-like opening in its head-like extremity. From
that aperture came a hollow wheezing moan. " Ohhh-ahhh-ggghh. Hharr-ehh-looo," it said. Then, ina
crude approximation to solar speech, "Har-e-loo. Hal-1o."

Bony, feding likeafool, sad tentetively, "Hello." He was reassured when Liddy echoed him, "Hello,”
and added, "l am Liddy Morse."

She was till wearing the trandator at her blt, although for Tinkersit should be unnecessary. That idea



was confirmed when awhistling voice said, "Hello, Liddy Morse," and, after apause, 'Y ou may cdl us,
Eager Seeker."

Did you shake hands with a Tinker Composite? If so, with what? Bony said, "1 am Bonifant Rombelle.
You can cadl meBony."

The other occupant of the cabin had been crouching in a corner, telescoping thin limbs and narrow body
into asmall space. Now the Pipe-Rillaunfolded, taler and taler, until she brushed againgt the four-meter
cabin celling. Her rear legswere till partly bent.

"Soitistrue." The head bobbed in greeting. "Eager Seeker wasright and I, Vow-of-Slence, was
wrong. It isasthe Searwandererstold us, thereisathird ship.”

"Sea-wanderers? Third ship?' Bony had so many questions he hardly knew where to begin. He opened
hishelmet. The air smelled of peppermint, overlain with afaint odor of ripe peaches, but it was perfectly
breathable. He began to remove his suit.

"The natives of thisplanet,” the Pipe-Rillasaid. She and the Tinker Composite were watching with
interest, asthough the remova of Bony's suit represented some molting action unique to humans. ™
Sea-wanderersiswhat they call themsdves, asyou surely know."

"We didn't know. We have been caling this planet Limbo, and these natives, Limbics”

"Hm." Vow-of-Silence bent her head to one side. "Limbo. Not bad, not bad at al. | think we may adopt
it dso. But snceyou are here, you must have been talking to your Limbics.”

"We have" Bony didn't want the diensto think that humansweretota fools, but honesty made him add,
"We had trouble with the language & firs."

"That isunderstandable. It isunusudly high inliquid consonants.” V ow-of-Silence tittered.

After an awkward moment—wasiit ajoke, and was he supposed to laugh?—Bony went on, "In fact it
was Liddy who made the language breakthrough.”

The Pipe-Rillafollowed his gesture. Liddy was removing her suit aso, and VVow-of-Silence stared at her
breasts with enormous interest.

"Why, you are ahuman femae. Thisiswonderful. | have never before met one. | would very much like
the opportunity of extended conversation with you."

"Sure. Although thisisn't the best timefor it. We have more questions.” Liddy glanced a Bony. "Right?"

"We sure do. And we have some answer's, too, that you may find useful. Thisis not just awater-world.
There's land here, too—and there may be great dangers.”

The Pipe-Rillaleaned far forward, looking not into Bony's face but into Liddy's. "Would you please
inform your mate, with as much respect as| am capable of offering, that we came to thisworld well
before he did, have done more exploration, had more conversations with the natives, and may be well
aware of what he seeksto inform us. We will exchange information gladly, but we suggest it may save
timeif we speek firg."



"Exploration." Bony seized that one word. "But until we built the extension to your airlock, you could not
leave your ship."

"Not true. Certain of usdid leave it. Now, therest of uschoose not to leaveit." Vow-of-Silence
crouched low in front of the two humans, her vestigia foreimbs clasped across her narrow chestina
mideading gesture of supplication. The pleasant peppermint odor strengthened. "Listen, please, to our
tale. The crew of thisship, theFinder , origindly comprised myself and an extra-large Tinker Composite,
Eager Seeker. We entered aLink point located in the Fomahaut system and expected to arrive in the
region of empty space within the Geyser Swirl. Instead, we found our ship under water. However, we
learned from the Sea-wanderers here that there exists a nearby land mass. We decided to exploreit.”

Bony, wanting to askhow you explored a place when you couldn't leave the ship, bit histongue.

Vow-of-Silence went on: "My colleague, Eager Seeker, detached a sizeable collective, to whom we
gave atemporary name, Blessed Union. The components of Blessed Union would leave this ship and
travel to the surface, from which they would fly to the land. They did not need a suit. The waters
of—Limbo, you cal it?—are high in oxygen, enough for individua Tinker componentsto survive without
atificid assstance. Preparations for the journey were made with great care. Blessed Union would
re-assemble when ashore, except when afew components were needed to fly ahead as scouts. Isthis
clear?'

Bony nodded. His self-image as smart savior of the Pipe-Rilla ship was steadily declining. It nose-dived
when V ow-of-Silence continued, "We had been told that this could be a perilous undertaking. We had
spoken extensively to the Sea-wanderers, and they said that death had come recently to many of their
companions near the shore. However, we were confident. We did not believe that we were in danger,
since we have ways unknown to the Sea-wanderers to protect oursalves againgt attack from native
lifeforms.

"The new collective of Blessed Union left, promising to return no later than nightfal. After components of
the collective had departed we pumped the airlock dry, dowly and laborioudy; and we waited. That was
days ago. We are waiting till, though our time of hopeisending.”

The Pipe-Rillabegan to rock dowly up and down, haf-extending her hind limbs. Finaly Bony asked,
"Do you think that Blessed Union has been killed?'

At the question, the Pipe-Rillacovered her eyeswith her fordimbs. Bony wondered if he had committed
some dreadful inter-species violation of protocol.

Findly Vow-of-Silence said, "Thisisamatter of someddlicacy. It ispossible, yes, that Blessed Union
was destroyed. However, it israther more likely that Blessed Unionswarmed . Y ou see'—the narrow
head bowed low and the sibilant voice dropped in volume—"we knew at the outset that there was arisk.
Eager Seeker was, by intention, an unusudly abundant Composite. Once on land, the urge of Blessed
Union to swarm and breed and form a second independent Composite may have beenirresstible. This
possibility is, of course, amatter of great potential embarrassment to Eager-Seeker. A Tinker never
admits to such unsanctioned breeding. And still we do not know what lies ashore. The Sea-wanderers
cannot tell us. Areyou ableto answer the question?”

"Not completdly. Buthow do you talk to the Sea-wanderers, if you can't leave the ship?”’

"Through the trandator, of course, on the hull. Did you not seeit?



Bony hadn't. Among the thousand devices that festooned the outside of theFinder , it was easy to miss
any particular one. But Bony dso had the feding that he had seen too little overdl, and understood even
less

"Wedid go ashore," he said. "Once. But we found no sign of your companions. Of course, we were
therefor only alittle while, and it would have been very easy to missthem.”

He described hisand Liddy's experience, including the brief glimpse of agrest trifoliate flying vehicle. He
offered hisimpression of what the land interior looked like. Findly hetold of thefoaming circlein the sea,
aplacetha might form part of aLink entry point.

That grabbed the attention of hisaudience. Vow-of-Slence said at once, "Ahal Where was this anomaly
located?!

"It'shard to describe in words. If only wehad amap . . ."

"One moment." VVow-of-Silence picked up aflat plate and amarker and began to draw. She did it
without looking, and her movements were so fast it seemed impossible for them to be accurate. Inless
than thirty seconds she was showing the result to Bony and Liddy. She said diffidently, "Thisisbased on
conversations with the Sea-wanderers and our own observations. It is, of course, no more than atiny
region of thewhole of Limbo, but it represents our current knowledge. Hereiswherewe are.”

She touched the plate, where she had drawn atiny but recognizable picture of theFinder . "And hereis
the shoreline. Now, where was the steaming circle in the water?'

"About here." Bony stabbed at the drawing with anindex finger. "I think that'sright. Liddy?

She nodded. "I couldn't put it any closer. When we went ashore we travelled asfar ashere " She
touched a point on the upper right of the plate, and V ow-of-Silence instantly added a notation there and
adotted line leading from the shore. Liddy nodded, frowned, and said, "But what'sthis 7'

Bony had not noticed it when he examined the plate, but asmall circle toward the top left contained
another small and stylized drawing. He stared at it. His eyes were not acute enough to make out thefine
detail.

"It lookslike—" Liddy turned to VVow-of-Silence. "I've never seen one, but I've seen drawings of Angels
that look like that."

"Of course." The narrow head bobbed. "When | said at the beginning of this meeting that therewasa
third ship, | was referring toyour vessdl. Thesecond ship, the one that the Sea-wanderers told us about
and which apparently arrived soon after we did, isan Angd ship. And there is—not surprisingly—an
Angd onboard."

* * %

The Angd ship sat about five kilometers avay from the origina position of theMood Indigo , ona
narrow part of the same off-shore shelf. Looking at the map drawn by Vow-of-Silence, Bony redlized
for thefirst time how lucky they had been. Only a couple of hundred yards seaward of where theMood
Indigo had landed, the map showed the seabed dropping off steeply to aregion marked "Deep Water."
Too deep, apparently, for the Sea-wanderers, and more than deep enough to cave in the hull of any ship
unfortunate enough to descend there.



The Angd ship had been even luckier than theMood Indigo . According to the drawing it sat on the very
brink of the shelf, which was unusudly narrow at that point. Twenty metersin one direction would plunge
the ship into the abyss. Fifty meters the other way would bring it onto the rocky beach. Eager Seeker and
Vow-of-Silence had been consdering avisit to the Angel when Bony and Liddy arrived, but they were
reluctant to leave theFinder while therewasany chance at al that Blessed Union might return.

There had seemed no great urgency in avisit to the Angel ship. That idea changed as V ow-of-Silence
was pointing out ariver on the map, used in the past by the Sea-wanderersto penetrate alittle way
inland while remaining under water.

"Hereisthefarthest point of their progress.” The Pipe-Rillatapped it with ablack claw. "They cdl it Bad
Things Fork, and aso Death Fork. Any Sea-wanderer who went beyond it never returned.”

She was interrupted when a unit in the control desk of theFinder suddenly beeped for attention, and a
bubbling voice that seemed to speak without consonants said, "It darkens. Violence comesin the above
theworld. Wewill fed it in theworld. We go to seek safenessin down.”

"The Sea-wanderers." VVow-of-Silence leaned across to the sound unit and said clearly, "We hear you,
and we thank you for thewarning."

Liddy added, "I hear them, but what do they mean?"

"It has happened before, probably before your arrival on thisworld." V ow-of-Silence bent to aremote
viewer and called for anew display. "So far as these natives are concerned, the seais theworld. The
atmosphere of the planet isthe above-the-world. The Sea-wanderers can tell when a surface sormison
theway, and when that isthe case they refuse to go near the shore. There are huge breakers, and strong
currents. Look at the sky thirty kilometerswest of here, and you will see what is coming our way."

If the ship could receive adistant view from above the surface, why had it not been ableto learn the fate
of the Tinkers who went ashore? Bony postponed the question. It was lessimportant at the moment than
what filled the digplay. The time was close to the middle of Limbo's day, but the blue sun's disk shone
only intermittently. The clear sky had filled with clots and streaks of gray and black clouds, torn by wind
and driving along furioudy. The same force that propelled them across the sky lashed the sea surface into
monstrous surges, broken at their peaks and flecked with white foam.

"Canit hurt us?' Liddy asked.

"Not us." Vow-of-Silence was reaching out at full length to pluck a set of linked tubes from a cabinet.
"TheFinder issafe at thisdepth and in thislocation. So isyour ship, providing that it remains more than
twenty metersdown. | am sending asignd to it, warning of the ssorm. But the Angdl ship will bein peril.
It lieson the narrowest part of the shelf. When the storm arrives, shifts of sediment might send it over the
edge into deep water. Waves could pick it up and smash it on the shore. The ship must be moved, or at
the very least the Angel taken to safety. Let me see, three kilometers across the seabed, that would take .

Bony wondered how Friday Indigo was doing, up there on the surface. Alsowhat hewasdoing. The
captain had been very secretive. TheMood Indigo could aways descend again and sit the storm out
safely on the bed of the sea—provided that Indigo had the sense to listen to the warning message, and
act onit. On the other hand, this was a Situation where theMood Indigo would have been invauable. The
ship could fly three kilometersfar quicker than anyone could walk.



Eager Seeker was aready in motion, Tinker components rapidly removing themselves from the main
body. The process appeared tota ly random. Bony began to put his suit back on, but he could not hide
hiscuriogty.

While he was waiting for his suit to climb back up his body, he asked, "How does a Tinker Composite
decide whatsize to be?!

The Pipe-Rillasaid at once, "It isdl aquestion of necessary function. If thereare—"

"Vow-of-Silence, do you mind? After dl, thisisour own self that isbeing discussed.” Therewasa
definite testiness to Eager Seeker'stone. Bony, recalling that the Tinker Composite had not said one
word after their initia greeting, decided that\VVow-of-Slence might represent not so much anameasa
desire on the part of others.

The blunt head-like upper part of the Composite turned toward Bony, even as components sped away
from it. Eager Seeker wastaking on adistinctly ragged appearance asthe Tinker Composite went on, "A
full answer would require much time. But there are certain smplerules. First, if wewishtowe canjoin
every component together. When we do so, we have increased thinking power. But we aredso less
nimble mentaly. Wearedower , with alonger integration time. Thus, we are not so quick to completea
thought or to reach adecision. The integration time grows very quickly—exponentially—with the
number of components. When the problem islarge, we combine dl units. This, of course, iswhy we
came here asa Composite of unusud size, with the expectation of problems of unusud difficulty.
Normally, we choose a compromise betweenspeed of thought anddepth of thought. In apossible
emergency—as now—smdller is better. And since we must soon leave the ship"—more and more
dark-winged bodiesflew away from the main bulk of the Composite—"we will take that action not asan
entity, but as anon-entity. Asindividua components. . ."

The voice faded to nothing, the speaking funnd closed, and ablizzard of purple-black swirled about the
cabin before vanishing up anarrow tubein the calling.

"Eager Seeker leavesthrough an airlock too smdl for me or you.” V ow-of-Silence was wriggling her
body and legsinto the odd array of tubes, which mysterioudy transformed into a suit. "We will usethe
exit method you so kindly provided. Come now. The Angdl's ship waitsfor us, but the storm declinesto
doso."

She led the way back out through the airlock. Bony and Liddy followed. Under the seathere was no
sgn of the coming storm, although all the bubble people had vanished. Eager Seeker, intheform of its
thousands of separate parts, was aready outside. The components seemed as much at homein water as
inair, turning and tumbling around each other with easy flgps of tiny wings. And then, in amoment, al of
them darted off at great speed in the same direction.

Vow-of-Silence set off after them, saying, "Of course, our presence may be quite unnecessary. Eager
Seeker can probably ensure the Angel's safety without us.” Her voice came, perfectly clear, into Bony's
suit. So much for the opacity of water to radio waves. He wondered what other technicd tricks the aliens
had up their deeves, dso what strange physiology the Pipe-Rilla possessed. V ow-of-Silence appeared
thin and fragile, and she was strolling along at what appeared to be amoderate pace, but no human could
travel so fast inwater. Bony and Liddy had to rise off the seafloor and use their thrustor jets to keep up.

They had gone only a short distance when the Tinker components came winging back. A group of them
formed atight cluster about VV ow-of-Silence's suited figure, so that the Pipe-Rillawas obliged to stop
moving and stand haf-hidden on the seabed. After afew seconds the Tinker bodieslifted and again flew



rapidly away.

Vow-of-Silence turned to Bony and Liddy. "Strange. Very strange. Eager Seeker went to the Angdl
ship, which isin exactly the position reported by the Sea-wanderers. It appears unharmed. However, the
ship is open to the sea and the Angd is not on board.”

Liddy said, "Doesthat mean the Angd is dead?!

"Not necessarily. The actions of Angdls are often impenetrable, but self-preservation ishigh on therr list
of priorities. If you will excuseme. . ." Vow-of-Silence ducked her head and the Pipe-Rillatook off with
gigantic strides, stepping easily across waving sea-grass two meterstal. Her rate of progresswas
enormous. Even with thrustors set to maximum, Bony and Liddy fell steadily behind. The undersealight
was fading, though nightfal on Limbo was many hours away. Bony took a quick swoop up toward the
surface, close enough to fed turbulence in the water. A few meters above his head, the full sorm was
arriving. He looked up and saw dark and light patterns rippling across the surface, synchronized to the
movement of pressure waves across his body.

He dove back down, peering into underwater gloom and suddenly afraid that he might lose contact with
both Liddy and VVow-of-Silence. The Pipe-Rillahad vanished but he saw Liddy plowing steadily on, just
far enough above the seabed to avoid the clinging sea-grasses. He flew after her, acrossaseavalley,
over aridge, descending steadily and trying to will the suit thrustors to produce more than their maximum
possible power. Wasit imagination, or was Liddy dowing down?

Yes. Not just dowing. She had stopped. And then he could see Vow-of-Silence. And the clustered
components of Eager Seeker. And then, in the middie of the group, a stout and unfamiliar form shaped
likeagiant artichoke.

When he came up to them, the Angdl was speaking. Bony detected an unmistakable petulance in the
computer-generated tones. "Naturaly we left our ship. It wasimpossible to predict whether we would be
swept into the ocean abyss, or carried onto the rocky shore. Neither outcome was acceptable. The Bard
of Terraspoke truth: Cowards die many times before their death . However, the superior coward
prefersnottodieat al.”

Vow-of-Slence said, "But are you al right, Angel? Y ou seem helpless. Can you breathe under water?'

"Y ou do not need to call us Angel. In Stellar Group company we answer to the name of Gressal. And
we are certainly not helpless. In fact, we were heading for your ship when you found us. And athough
we cannot bregthe under water, we cannot breathe under water, which iswhat we are doing now."

Asthe Angd spoke it was cregping aong the sea floor. Theroots of the Chassel-Rose that formed the
Angd'slower part retracted, pulled free of the bottom silt at aglacia rate, and quiveringly stretched
forward to root themselves again. Bony's guess was that the three-kilometer journey to theFinder could
well beal over in amatter of weeks.

Vow-of-Silence must have reached the same conclusion. The giant pipe-stem figure bent over the Angd,
sad, "With your permission, Gressel," and hoisted the bulky mass effortlesdy up. "It islikely,” the
Pipe-Rillawent on, "that no effects of the storm will be observed at this depth, but we cannot be sure of
that. Wewould rather bein our ship than outsideit." V ow-of-Slence turned with the Angdl in her arms
and headed rapidly back the way that she had come.

"Perhapsyou areright.” After one moment of resistance, Gressdl allowed itsdlf to be carried. The Angel



gloomily added, " A long farewell to all our greatness. We perforce accept assstance, and admit the
maximbetter safe than sorry ."

So far as Bony was concerned, safe was a debatable term. The deep searemained calm enough, but
something was happening above the surface. Dense clouds must have covered the blue sun, because the
deeper waters had become so dark that Bony could no longer see the ocean floor. He grabbed Liddy by
the hand and the two of them followed the faint suit lights of the Pipe-Rillathrough abyssal gloom.

And then those suit lights, though not shrinking in size, began to fade in brightness. After afew baffled
seconds Bony redlized what was happening. The waves on the surface could not damage him at this
depth, but they could stir bottom sediments. Their whole party was moving through a thickening cloud of

gray sit.

In that moment of understanding, the scene ahead of Bony lit in brilliant blue-white. Everything—lank
sea-grasses, Pipe-Rilla, Angel, darting Tinkers, and pale mud cloud—became etched in light. There was
amoment of Sartling clarity, which was as suddenly gone.

A lightning bolt—a mgjor one—had hit the surface of the sea. The thunder came at once, shatteringly
loud. The strike must have been directly above them.

But now Bony, blinded by the flash, could see nothing at al. Holding onto Liddy he alowed himsdlf to
coast to ahdt. He had lost all sense of direction. The only hope wasto follow Vow-of-Silence and the
other dliens back to theFinder . But he could not see them, unless another balt of lightning cameto his
assistance.

How many people stood and waited,hoping for aclose lightning strike? Bony fdt Liddy'sarms around
him. Even through the suits he could fed her trembling.

Come on, lightning bolt. Do your thing. Hit!

The response after five more seconds was aweak, far-off flicker, the puny glow of alightning bolt
severd milesaway. By itsbrief light Bony saw Vow-of-Silence, standing motionlesswith the Angel
cradled in her forearms. Every Tinker component had vanished, he hoped to safety.

Once more it wastoo dark to see anything. Bony and Liddy stayed where they were, hoping that

V ow-of-Silence was doing the same. Bony had anew worry. Suppose that the storm continued into the
night and true darkness came to Limbo? He and Liddy would run out of air in eight more hours. He didn't
know how it would befor the Pipe-Rilla, but long before morning the humans had to be back on board a
ship.

Another lightning bolt came, hardly brighter than the last one. But thistime a curious afterglow replaced
thereturn of stygian darkness. It continued and brightened, and by itslight Bony could once more make
out thefigures of the Pipe-Rillaand the Angel. He was about to head toward them when he heard Liddy
gasp, "Bony! Look there. Up to theright.”

His attention had been on the way ahead. Now hetilted his head back and followed Liddy's pointing
arm. At once he saw the source of the new light.

It came not from the syncopated Stutter of lightning bolts, nor from the faded gleam of Limbo'ssun. The
source of illumination wasa ship. All lights blazing, it surged over them, about a hundred metersto thelr
right. It was below the surface of the sea, and it must be gigantic because the forward surge of its great



blunt hull produced abow wave powerful enough to throw Bony hel plessly backward and turn him
upside down.

But it was not the pressure wave that made Bony gasp, nor wasit fear of awar vessdl dien and
dangerous. He blinked in disbelief because he thought heknew that outline. That was no dinky space
yacht, liketheMood Indigo , nor an dien flying machine like the one that he and Liddy had spotted on
their trip ashore. Unless his eyes were deceiving him, that was a Class Five cruiser—ahuman design,
symbol of former human military might, powerful and close to impregnable—driving its
three-hundred-meter, eighty-plus-thousand-ton, thousand-crew bulk through the alien seas of Limbo.

And then, dmost before Bony could bring himsalf back to an upright position, the monstrous ship was
cruisng on and vanishing into the fog of silt. The vessd was on adescending path. If it continued
unchecked, ten more minutes would bring it to ahalt on the seabed. A cruiser would surely survive that
impact, and the little group on the seabed would be safer there than anywhere on Limbo.

Unless. ..

Bony could imagine aworse possibility. Suppose that the new ship's course was to the south or west?
The coastal shelf ended afew kilometersin that direction. The cruiser might then be destined for a
different fate: a descent into an unknown and unplumbed ocean. At sufficient depth and pressure, even
the cruiser's solid hull would collgpse like an imploding sogp bubble.

18: FRIDAY GOESIT
ALONE

Friday Indigo had said not aword to anyone, but he knew exactly what he must do. It had been obvious
as soon as helearned that other Stellar Group members were present on Limbo.

The Tinkers and Pipe-Rillas, damn their dien guts, had met the Limbics before he had. They had ruined
his chancesfor first contact with anew intelligent species.

But you didn't have to be ageniusto draw afew other conclusions. First, no matter what that moron
Rombelle might think, the Limbics werein a primitive, pre-technology stage of development. Second, the
bubble-brain Limbics weremarine creatures, who did not and could not occupy the land area of their
planet. Third, on Rombelle and Liddy Morse's visit to the surface they had seen aworking flying
machine. Fourth, the Stellar Group members were stuck at the bottom of the sea. They had not explored
theland.

Put it al together, and the answer stared you in the face:another intelligent species existed on Limbo. Its
memberslived not in the seq, but on dry land. They possessed technology, advanced enough to build an
arcraft, and the plane's home base must be reasonably close since Rombelle had aso reported seeing the
shadow pass above him on hisfirst excurson from theMood Indigo . Findly, and most important,no one
fromthe Stellar Group had been in touch with the land-dwellers . First contact with them would be a
truly historic event—not a useless contact with some shapeless underwater objects who spokein
gobbledygook and were made of glop.



Hey, the presence of another Stellar Group ship on Limbo might even be ablessing. It meant that Friday
could go off and look for the land-dwellers aone, without having to drag along the dead weight of Bony
Rombelle and Liddy Morse. For the past few days he had regretted bringing them with him at al. Sure,
the sex with Liddy was nice, but hardly worth the hasde of dedling with incompetents.

TheMood Indigo lifted easily from the seabed as Friday applied power to the auxiliary thrustors. Flying
the ship underwater proved to be no harder than doing so in space—eadier, in away, because water
resistance damped any dight over- or under-thrust. Friday raised the ship ten meters, then spent afew
minutes trimming the ba ance and experimenting with lateral and vertical motion. As soon as he had the
hang of it he would approach the shore. He was delighted to find that he could move the ship in any
direction, at the sametimerising or faling in the water exactly as he chose.

At first he headed due north, so that anyone watching would assume he was taking the ship back to its
origind position on the seabed. Only when he was kilometers away from the stranded Pipe-Rillaship and
could not seeit using any of hisinstruments did he curve his course east, in the direction of theland.

He maintained aleisurely pace, not because he wasworried or cautious but because he was savoring the
moment. Let'sfaceit, you could win a hundred space-sailing regattas from the VVulcan Nexusto the Dry
Tortugas, and what did it get you? A shdf of rinky-dink trophies and your nameintiny print in some
never-looked-at record book. Y ou could gtart out in life with al the money you were ever likely to need,
triple or quadrupleit, and till find twenty Indigo family memberswith more. So if you were Friday
Indigo, the name of the game had to be fame, not wedlth. A first contact like thiswould put your name up
there with Timbers Rattigan, who came back with news of the Tinker civilization, or Marianna Sung,
who discovered the Angels of Sdllora. Y ou would be somebody little kids were told about in reverent
tones: Friday Indigo, first human to encounter the—the—the what?

He needed a good name. The bubble-brains could be the "Limbics.” That was alousy hame and anyway
Bony Rombelle had chosen it. What to cal the land-dwellers?

That was ano-brainer. Friday smiled. He was on hisway for first contact with thelndigoans .

* * %

TheMood Indigo drifted steadily east, twenty meters below the surface. The ship's sonar told Friday that
the sea depth benesath him was dowly decreasing, just as he had expected. It was hisintention to move
the ship as close to the shore as possible. With luck that would lift the upper decks clear of the surface,
alowing him to use the top airlock and wade ashore without needing a suit.

Thefirgt suggestion that things might not continue according to plan came from the sea-bottom sensors.
Friday had set the auxiliary driveto aconstant leve of thrust, which ought to guarantee asteady rise or
fal through the water. But the instruments in the control cabin insisted that the depth of water benegth the
ship was changing in acyclic way, increasing steadily by up to ten meters and then, half aminute later,
decreasing by the same amount. Also—Friday ended his pleasant musing and becamefully dert—the
inertia positioning system inssted that although he had set the thrustors to take him due east, the direction
of theMood Indigo wasin fact more like northeast.

Damn the instruments. Were they feeding him garbage? Had Rombelle somehow screwed them up, in
hisendlesstinkering?

There was one easy way to find out, without depending on instruments: rise dl the way to the surface,
and take alook using theimaging sensors.



Friday fed more power to the thrustors. The result was immediate and disturbing. Asthe ship lifted
higher it began to roll and pitch, rocking Friday from sideto Sde at the controls. He swore, locked in the
autopilot—God knows how well an autopilot developed for use in space would perform at sea—and
caled for awraparound display from the bow imaging sensor.

Confusion. The seabed depth sonar was all over the place, and in any case there was no way to tell from
itsreadingsif the upper end of theMood Indigo was above or below the surface. But the display ought to
show one or the other, aview of air or aview of water. It provided neither. Friday saw acrazy
patchwork pattern of bubbles and foam and dark streaks, plus an occasiona glimpse of clouded sky. At
the same moment he heard a sound. Something above his head was thumping on the highest part of the
hull, loudly, imperatively, sending violent shiversthrough the whole ship.

TheMood Indigo was close to the surface—the bow must even be aboveit. That ideawas confirmed
when aflash of light filled the ship'swholeinterior and the hull rang like agiant gong.

Goddamit, they'd been struck by lightning! The top of the ship was anaturd target, projecting above the
surface. Thiswas not the smooth seas and calm water that he had expected, but the broken chaos of a
howling storm. Those streaks and that foam were breaking waves, and the regular booming came from
their ferocious impact on the ship.

Wéll, the hell with this. Hed had enough, and fortunately there was an easy solution. What went up
would go down. Deep water was calm.

Friday cut the drive completely. At once the sky view dwindled in theimaging sensors and the ship'srall
became less pronounced. They were sinking. Another haf-minute, and he and theMood Indigo would
enjoy the haven of the seabed.

Within seconds he learned that this plan would not work, either. The downward movement cameto a
jarring end. The bottom of the ship had hit the seabed. They had been approaching the shore for the past
few minutes, and now they were in water too shallow for total submergence.

Friday cursed and threw everything into reverse—an act warned againgt in al the manuas. Thewhole
vessd shuddered asthe laterd thrustors switched polarity, urging the ship back the way it had come. For
amoment it worked. Theinertid positioning system showed them moving to open water; then ahuge
wave smashed into the exposed upper hull. The ship started to tilt. And tilt.

It was going over—all the way over. Friday managed one last desperate act, turning off the thrustors
before he clutched at the arms of his seat. The ship pitched forward, farther and farther. He was not
wearing arestraining harness. Helost hisgrip and fell toward what had been the front wall of the cabin.

It was atwo-meter drop, but in thelow gravity of Limbo he had plenty of time to brace himsdlf before
he hit the panelled wall. He looked straight up. The move from vertical to horizonta should have helped,
because theMood Indigo was longer than it waswide. And it had. The ports showed only water. The
ship wastotaly submerged.

But not submerged enough. As Friday watched, the topmost port showed awhite spume of foam, then a
glimpse of dark cloudy sky. At the wave's trough, the water level dropped far enough to expose the
upper part of the hull. A few seconds later, anew risng wave lifted and pushed. Friday heard a groaning,
scraping sound, and the ship jerked a couple of metersforward.



He could guesswhat came next. TheMood Indigo would be driven inch by inch toward the rocky
shore, more and more exposed, hit harder and harder by the waves. The hull had not been designed for
hammer blows. It could not stand much more of thiskind of beating. Already he heard the groan of
stressed bulkheads and tortured joints, and a grinding moan as something on the outside
hull—communications antennas? mani pulator arms?—wastorn free.

Put on his suit, and struggle to an airlock? Even if he succeeded, he would be worse off than indgde the
ship. The waves outside were mongters, they would lift him like flotsam and smash his body onto the bare
rocks. He dare not leave the ship.

Wasthat it, then? Travel hundreds of lightyears, and die on a storm-swept shore like some peasant
fisherman?

Never. Not Friday Indigo. He held on tight as the attack of another giant wave made the ship's structure
groan in protest.

Firdt, asuit. The hull might be breached at any moment, and even though a suit could not protect him
from the rocksit could kegp him from drowning.

But hissuit, damn it, was on the next level up. Friday started to crawl aong the curve of the wall toward
the ship's bow. He had to pause and grab and hold tight as each new wave hit. Twice he did back afew
feet. But he kept trying, and he made progress. When hefindly had the suit in his hands, putting it on was
far from easy. He had to wait for aquiet moment, release his handholds, and didethe suit on asfar as
possiblein the few seconds before he was again grabbing and clutching and swearing. The suit did its
best to help, but it was dow, focused work. Almost a quarter of an hour passed before he was waiting
for the next shock to subside so that he could set the helmet in position.

Hewaited, and became aware of something else. He had been so intent on what he was doing that the
strength of the blows on the outside of the ship had not been on his mind. Now he thought—or
imagined—that the last few waves had hit less hard. Could it be that the storm had passed its peak?

Theimaging sensorswere useless, ablur of foam and mist. Friday clamped his helmet into position and
began to crawl up the doping wall. Histarget was one of the ports, normally on the side of the hull but
now, with the ship turned horizontd, it stood right above his head.

This climb was even harder. When he reached the hafway point the hull curved over hishead, so that
soon he was relying on his hands only while hisfeet swung free. Theimpact of thewaves ill tried to jar
him loose from his handholds, but now the low gravity of Limbo helped. He was able to hold on and
keep climbing, until findly hishemet waslevel with the port and he could peer out.

Hisview was toward the rear of the ship and—for the moment—above the surface. The sky was dark,
riven by clouds, but in afew places he saw far-off flickers of lightning. Their random flashesilluminated a
series of gigantic white-topped wave crests, rolling irresstibly in toward him. They seemed bigger than
ever. The sorm wasin no way past its peak. So why did he fed that the dedgehammer blows on the
ship were becoming less destructive?

He held on tight, staring hard at the nearest wave. It was changing shape as it gpproached. Its smooth
profile was bresking, falling in on itsalf as he watched. The wave was certainly going to reach theMood
Indigo , and it might push the stranded vessel farther forward. But some of the breaker's forward
momentum was logt with every meter that it travelled.



Why?How?

Friday ducked hishead and gritted histeeth until the wave had hit and passed, then turned to Stareto the
left and to the right. He saw water, as expected—but beyond the water was land. A gray shoreline, and
farther away black, rocky hillsjutted up on either sde.

Thatwas the reason why the storm felt weaker. TheMood Indigo had been incredibly lucky. Instead of
being thrown onto the stony shore, to be hammered until it broke gpart, the ship had been driven by the
storm into some kind of fjord or drowned river valey whose sides broke the force of the waves and
protected anything within its harbor. Every meter that an extrarlarge wave forced theMood Indigo only
served to protect the vessel better from the next one.

The danger now was that the ship was not in atruefjord, but in anarrow strait between two idands. If
that were the case, relief from the slorm might be only temporary.

Friday turned to find out what lay ahead. A passing wave threw up ascreen of foam and it wasafew
moments before he had aclear view. He peered, stared, and whooped doud in triumph.

"Y ou did it, Friday-man, you incredible genius son of abitch. You did it!"

A few hundred metersin front of the ship the river valey narrowed farther. Waves still broke on its
shores, but they gradudly diminished to arolling surf no more than ameter high. Friday saw through
blown spray aline of columns amid the breakers, together with the hint of ablack jetty. Beyond, clear
and stark in the odd half-light of the storm, stood apair of jet-black buildings. They were low-built and
ugly, hugging the shore like apair of beached whales, but to Friday's eyes they and the whole scene were
beautiful. Because this was undoubtedly the work of intelligent beings—beingswho could in no way be
the bubble-brained bottom-feeding nonsense-gurgling morons that Bony Rombelle had named as
Limbics.

Friday Indigo feasted his eyes and murmured, "First contact, here | come!™

* % *

He couldn't recal anything in hislife asfrudrating asthe next four hours.

The waves had moved theMood Indigo asfar asthey could, until the ship was firmly grounded hafway
aong theriver valey. The ship was now in no danger, but unfortunately it had not been moved quite far
enough. Friday had no way to leave it and survive, aslong asthe waves remained big enough to lift a
suited man and smash him on the rocks.

He fidgeted and fretted, doing dl the possibly useful and time-consuming things that he could think of .
Theairlock, if and when hefindly got to useit, was positioned above the waterline. He made sure that it
was ready to use as soon as the waves subsided enough. Supplies, he might need supplies. He packed
enough concentrated food for aweek into asmall backpack. Water was available, there was even too
much of it, but an empty bottle might comein handy. Y es, and he mustn't forget atrand ation unit—one
that he hoped would perform asight better than the piece of junk he had tried on the witless
bubble-brains.

It was dow work, moving about in aship that had been turned through ninety degrees so that walls
became floor and floor became awall. The occasiond super-wave thumped and pummeled hard enough
to be worrying. Even so, he had done everything that could be donein lessthan an hour. Then it wasa
long, infuriating wait, with another worry: Night was gpproaching on Limbo. He could certainly spend



thirteen hours of darkness on board theMood Indigo , but hejust as certainly didn't want to. He had not
been able to coax an enhanced picture out of the battered imaging equi pment—that sort of thing was one
of thefat oaf Rombellesfew talents—but by staring out of aport until his eyes ached he believed that he
could make out minute black dots moving near the two buildings on the shore. Sizes at such adistance
were deceptive, but he guessed at something maybe ameter high. Midgets, if they were built like people.
But the dots that he saw seemed much longer than they weretall.

Three more hours and it would be dark. He couldn't bear to wait any longer. The waves seemed
smaller, and once he got close to the buildings on the shore they would surely present no danger. He
clambered awkwardly into the lock. Operating it when everything was turned through ninety degrees was
not easy, but finally he had it open and could look sideways and down at the water below.

Smadler they might be, but the waves il hit the hull of theMood Indigo with frightening force and speed.
He guessed the peak-to-trough distance as three meters. Much bigger than held thought when staring out
of aship's port. But that was only here, near the ship. Ahead, by the buildings on the shore, the waves
damped down to one-third the size.

A darker cloud across the dready hidden sun made up his mind. He must go now, or give up theidea
until tomorrow. He waited for acalm patch between two waves, then dropped easily into the water.

Within afew seconds he redized his mistake. He had gauged the suit'sinterna pressure correctly, o
that he bobbed comfortably in the water with his head and suit helmet clear. But he had migudged his
direction of travel. The waves tended to carry him forward, along theriver valley and toward the
buildings, but a the same time a strong crosscurrent wanted to take him sideways. He used the suit's
thrustors to compensate, and found himself rotating helplesdy in acomplicated interaction of waves,
current, and thrustors. He was still moving sideways, toward a place where head-high breakers met the
shore among ajumble of boulders.

It would be aterrible place to land. Friday increased the force of the suit thrustors, only to discover that
pushed him off balance and drove him face-first into the waves. He switched the thrustors off completely.
As he came upright again, hefdt hisfeet touch bottom. Heimmediately reased air from hissuit. Ashis
buoyancy decreased, his footing became more firm. He should be able to walk pardld to the shore, until
he reached the small breakers and calmer water near the buildings and jetty.

Confident again, helet out more air and turned to pick out the place where he would land. He was
unlucky in histiming. While he was dtill searching for a preferred landing point, agreat mother wave came
sweeping in slently from behind. It picked him up effortlesdy, turned himin midair, and crashed him
headfirst down on the stony bottom. His helmet took the impact, asit was designed to do, but it left his
head ringing. As he stlaggered to hisfeet again, asster wave hit.

This onefinished the job. Friday was lifted, carried forward, and deposited in a crack between two
boulders. The wave retreated and |eft him there, breathless.

He was ashore—but still in danger. Another wave could soon be on itsway. He forced himsdlf to
wriggle forward, grabbing at rocks and thinking of nothing but the next few inches of pebbles and stone.
He kept going, forward and upward, for what felt like hours. Finally he saw that the boulder in front of
his face was bone-dry.

Hewas safe.

Herolled over and lay on hisback, staring up at the sky. The clouds were racing, but they seemed less



thick and ominous. The storm was definitely coming to an end. If he had waited another few hours. . .

But if he had waited, athough the seawould be calmer it would also be dark, and he would not have
tried to make it ashore. And here he was. He took a deep breath, sat up, and looked to hisright. From
his point of view hisarriva on the beach had been filled with noise and violence; however, during astorm
the whole shore must be such a chaos of wind and breaking waves that the arrival there of one human
could pass unnoticed.

The beings over by the buildings had apparently seen nothing, and most of them had goneinside or
about other business. A couple were till standing outside. He could see them more clearly now that
blown spray no longer obscured the picture. They were multi-legged, with long, flat, bodies. They
seemed to possess some kind of blue-black shell, but he was il too far away to tell which end was
which, or if they had such things aseyes and ears.

Wi, that would change soon enough. Friday struggled to hisfeet and checked that his backpack and
the trandation unit a hiswaist werein position and intact. The trandator wasin acase. The casewas
supposed to be waterproof, but you never knew when some crooked supplier would sdll you another
piece of junk. He turned the unit on, and heard the beep that indicated it was ready to go to work.

Maybe this time the damn thing would perform as advertised. Friday was going to have afew bruises
after hisrough landing, but he smiled to himsdlf as he opened the front of his helmet and headed off dong
the pebbled beach. Maybe it wastimefor alittle bit of luck.

Hewaved. Still the creatures over by the buildings did not notice him. Well, they would become aware
of Friday Indigo soon enough.

First contact, here we come.

Thereisno training manud, "Ten things to remember in first contact with an alien species.” Even had
there been one, Friday Indigo would not have opened the datafile. Y ou learned things by hiring other
people to sort out what was important and tell you what you needed to know and when you needed to
know it. In any case, there was no big mystery about first contact.

Friday was making no attempt to walk quietly, but the wind was blowing hard and the surf still ran high.
He came within ten meters of the two diensand till they had not noticed him.

He had been studying them as he approached. They were like nothing he had ever seen or heard of.
That was good. The worst thing after dl his efforts would be to learn that they were aready members of
the Stellar Group.

Not these babies, though. They were low-dung, with along, horizontal body and what seemed like an
inordinate number of jointed legs. He counted five pairs, each with acarrying pouch on its outer side.
That total didn't include four at the front end terminating in pincerslike lobster claws and surrounded by
bristly projections capable of independent movement. The blue-black, hard-cased body was about a
meter and ahdf long, so the crestureswould be at least astdl as humansif they ever reared up onto their
hind legs—which so far they showed no signs of doing. The two just seemed to be talking to each other,
making chittering, clicking sounds and waving long stalky antennas.

One of those antennasfinally turned in Friday's direction. There was probably an eye at theend of it,
because he could see a dark-blue gleam there—and the alien in charge of that particular antenna a once



changed its clattering to a high-pitched squeak. Apparently the squeak meant something to the second
aien, because they both swung round instantly to face Friday.

Thiswasit, the big moment.

Heraised hishand in aforma gesture. "Greetings, alien strangers. I, Friday Indigo, captain of the Terran
shipMood Indigo , and the representative of all Terrans and all species of the Stellar Group, seek your
friendship and am delighted to make your acquaintance.”

Of course, they would not understand him. That was too much to hope for. The trand ating machine had
to listen to abit of chat from both sides before it did anything useful. But his words would be recorded,
and that was what counted. That was what went into the historica archives.

Helowered his hand and waited for their response.

It came in unison, and with astonishing speed. Two claws moved to two leg pouches, dipped in, and
came out holding short black canes. The canes pointed at Friday. He heard sharp popping soundslike
the bursgting of small party baloons.

Hedidn't see anything, but suddenly he felt as though his brain had turned to boiling liquid and was
fountaining out of the top of his head. That was impossible—he had opened the faceplate of his hemet,
but surely the rest of it was still in position. He tried to reach up to check, but before he could get his
hand past shoulder height he was faling backwards.

Ashefél he decided that he had been wrong. The worst thing that could happen was not that the liens
would prove to be members of the Stellar Group. The worst thing that could happen to him was what
was happening right now.

19: THE HERO'SRETURN
ARRIVESON LIMBO

Chan Daton knew within half a second that something had gone wrong. SubjectivetimeinsdeaLink
trangition—the only time that had meaning there—was the single dizzying moment when your head turned
insde out. After that you were back in the real world. In this case the real world was supposed to be the
gauzy starlit splendor of the Geyser Swirl; that's not what he was seeing. The forward observation
chamber of theHero's Return reveded amurky green gloom, and hovering within its depths sat agigantic

dien spaceship.

The dien ship moved, jerking forward. Chan's eyes refocused. Suddenly he was|ooking not at a distant
behemoth but a a smdl fish-like creature, inches away from the transparent wall of the observation
chamber. As Chan watched, the little anima darted away and disappeared.

Half a second in human termswas an eternity to the ship's computer. While Chan was still peering after
the vanished fish, the audio outlet in the observation chamber sounded an alert and continued with a
message: WARNING. ANOMALOUS ENVIRONMENT. CURRENTLY CHANGING SENSOR



OBSERVATION SUITE, RECALIBRATING INSTRUMENTS, TAKING READINGS. THISSHIP
ISON EMERGENCY STATUS.

In the pause that followed, Deb Bisson gripped Chan's hand harder than ever. "What's happening?
Where are we?"'

All her previous Link experience had been within the solar system. She didn't know just how unusual this
onewas. Chan tried to spesk with a confidence that he didn't fedl. "We completed the trangtion. |

assume that we're somewhere in the Geyser Swirl. But werein agravity field when we expected to bein
freefdl, and were under water when we thought we would emerge into open space. We won't know
more than that until the computer has taken and interpreted sensor readings.”

Hewas 4till staring outsde. There was no light insde the observation chamber itsalf, but light shining out
from other ports of theHero's Return illuminated the cloudy weter for afew meters. The outside view
was auniform green, broken now and then by faint glints of silver.

Apparently the ship's sensors had the same problem as Chan at visible wavelengths. A cdm voice said,
SWITCHING TO ULTRASONICS AND ULTRA-LONG FREQUENCY ELECTROMAGNETIC
RADIATION ASPRIMARY SENSING MODES. PERFORMING PHY SICAL AND CHEMICAL
ANALYSISOF SHIP STATUSAND OF IMMEDIATE ENVIRONMENT.

And then, after apause too brief for any human andysis, THE FOLLOWING STATUSREPORT IS
RANKED ACCORDING TO PERCEIVED HUMAN SURVIVAL PRIORITIES.

ITEM ONE: THE SHIPSHULL REMAINSINTACT, ALL INTERIOR SYSTEMSARE
OPERATING NORMALLY, AND THERE ISNO IMMEDIATE DANGER TO PERSONNEL OR
EQUIPMENT.

ITEM TWO: THE SHIPSEXTERNAL ENVIRONMENT ISRADICALLY DIFFERENT FROM
PRE-TRANSITION ESTIMATES. THISMAY LEAD TO LONG-TERM PROBLEMS.

ITEM THREE: THE SHIPFLOATSIN A CLEARLIQUID OF DENSITY 1.156. THE LIQUID'S
REFRACTIVE INDEX, DENSITY, CONDUCTIVITY, AND GROSS CHEMICAL PROPERTIES
ARE CONSISTENT WITH THOSE OF DEUTERIUM OXIDE CONTAINING A SMALL
FRACTION OF MINERAL SOLVENTS.

ITEM FOUR: THE SHIPSITSIN A GRAVITATIONAL FELD OF 0.154 GEES. THISISTOO
SMALL TO BE CONSISTENT WITH THE VALUE OF SURFACE GRAVITY ON ANY
KNOWN HABITABLE PLANET POSSESSING A LIQUID WATER SEA. ALSO, THE
PLANETARY RADIUSASINFERRED FROM LOCAL HORIZON SENSING ISTOO LARGE
TO BE CONSISTENT WITH THE OBSERVED SURFACE GRAVITY. NO EXPLANATIONS
ARE AVAILABLE FOR THESE ANOMALIES.

ITEM HVE: THE SHIPSESTIMATED DEPTH BELOW THE WATER SURFACE IS 161
METERS. THE ESTIMATED WATER DEPTH BELOW THE SHIP IS 1.52 KILOMETERS. THE
CURRENT RATE OF DESCENT IS1.1 METERS A SECOND.WARNING . IF THE PRESENT
RATE OF DESCENT WERE TO BE MAINTAINED, HULL STRESSESWOULD EXCEED
TOLERABLE LEVELSIN 13.8 MINUTES. AUTOMATIC REMEDIAL ACTION WILL BE
TAKEN IN 9.4 MINUTES UNLESS HUMAN OVERRIDE COMMANDS ARE PROVIDED.

"Remedia action?" Deb glanced at Chan.



"I don't know. But the computer knowswhat it's doing. It will keep us safe unlesswetdl it not to." He
stood up. "We're getting just the summary over the address system. If we really want to know what's
going on we haveto be in the control room. Come on, let'sgo."

Progress through the interior of theHero's Return was dow. Walkways and handholds had been
designed for freefal or for uniform fore-to-aft acceleration. In its dow watery descent the ship was
canted far away from the vertical. That tilt seemed to affect Deb Bisson very little. She floated from
chamber to chamber without effort and with no wall contact other than an occasiond foot or hand. Chan,
lacking the balance and sense of body position that made Deb unbeatable in single combat, floundered
aong behind.

The ship's computer continued to offer its summary from every audio outlet. ITEM SIX: THE SHIPS
OVERALL LOCATION WITH RESPECT TO KNOWN MARKER STARSISUNKNOWN. THE
ANALYSISOF AMBIENT SUNLIGHT SUGGESTS A NATURAL STELLAR ORIGIN, BUT THE
RECONSTRUCTED STELLAR SPECTRUM MATCHES NO KNOWN STAR AND NO
POSSIBLE STAR TYPE. THISDISCREPANCY HASNO EXPLANATION.

Nopossblestar type, Chan thought, struggling vainly to catch up with Deb.Not just lost, waylost. We're
near a star of a type that can't exist.

She had turned in midair and was resting with her back against abulkhead. "What doesit mean?' She
was not even out of breath. "1 thought this ship's computer knew everything. How can we be near astar
with no selar type?!

"l don't know." Chan was eager to reach the control room, but he could use the bregther. "The Geyser
Swirl isone big mess of stars and dust and gas. Maybe were close to astar whose light is being filtered
through therest of it."

"But shouldn't the computer know that, too?

It should. Chan shrugged. They started out again as the steady voice came once more over the audio
system: ITEM SEVEN: ULF RETURNS INDICATE THE PRESENCE OF THREE OTHER SHIPS
WITHIN TEN KILOMETERS OF OUR PRESENT LOCATION. EACH ONE HAS PROVIDED
AN ID RESPONSE TO OUR CODED SIGNAL. THE SHIPS ARE:

ONE, THEFINDER , WITH A REPORTED CREW OF ONE PIPE-RILLA AND AN UNSTATED
NUMBER OF TINKER COMPONENTS.CAMERON'SDREAM WASITS LAST PORT OF
CALL, IT ENTERED THE FOMALHAUT FOUR LINK BOUND FOR THE GEY SER SWIRL
LINK ON 79/03/07 STANDARD DATE, AND IT HASNOT BEEN HEARD FROM SINCE. ITS
SLANT RANGE DISTANCE FROM OUR CURRENT POSITION IS THREE KILOMETERS,
AZIMUTH IS81 DEGREES, AND IT SITSSTATIONARY ON THE SEABED AT A DEPTH OF
110 METERS.

TWO, THEMINISTER OF GRACE , WITH A REPORTED CREW OF ONE OR MORE ANGELS
OF SELLORA.AMBROSA WASITSLAST PORT OF CALL, IT ENTERED THE SKYRILLAN
LINK BOUND FOR THE GEY SER SWIRL LINK ON 79/05/11 STANDARD DATE AND HAS
NOT BEEN HEARD FROM SINCE. ITSSLANT RANGE DISTANCE FROM OUR CURRENT
POSITION ISEIGHT KILOMETERS, AZIMUTH IS 151 DEGREES, AND IT SITS
STATIONARY ON THE SEABED AT A DEPTH OF 52 METERS.



THREE, THEMOOD INDIGO , WITH A REPORTED CREW OF THREE HUMANS. THIS SHIP
WASLAST OBSERVED IN THE VICINITY OF THE VULCAN NEXUSON OR ABOUT
79/08/02. THISSHIPISIN MOTION, AND ITSSLANT RANGE DISTANCE FROM OUR
CURRENT POSITION ISSEVEN KILOMETERS, AZIMUTH 37 DEGREES. THISSHIPS
CURRENT DEPTH IS29 METERS.

"Nothing about theMood Indigo being sent here." Chan and Deb had reached the control room, but he
paused on the threshold. "I wonder what idiot decided that the first expedition was so secret that the next
ship going in couldn't betold. TheHero's Return computer is no different from the rest of us—it only
knowswhat'sfed to it. What €l se didn't they bother to mention?"

The control room of theHero's Return was in kegping with the ship's size. In its heyday three dozen
officers had occupied the banks of communications and fire control consoles. Now the weapons had
been removed, but the array of desks remained. Just three of them were occupied. Tully OToole sat
over in one corner, staring at the lanky figure of Elke Siry. Next to him the physicist wascurled upina
too-smal seet like a praying mantis, ignoring everything except aquartet of datadisplaysin front of her.
A lock of blond hair hung over her forehead and she was gnawing at her lower lip.

Dag Korin sat in front of the main control console, his head dumped forward on his chest. He had one
gnarled forefinger poised over the button that opened the circuit for oral commandsto the ship's
computer.

"Hey, Dalton!" He had seen Deb and Chan at the threshold. "Got aquestion for you. Your teamis
supposed to come up with bright ideas once were in the Geyser Swirl, but I'm damned if | know
whether were there or some place else. Anyhow, | figure you should have asay in this. Did you hear
what the computer said about remedia action to stop us snking?”

"l heard it." Chan came acrossto Korin, Deb Bisson following. "But | don't know what the computer is
proposing to do."

"That display showsthe plan." The Generd nodded to one of the screens. "Reduce the ship's mass so
the average density of the ship becomes lower than the water density, and we start ascending. | like
that—I just don't like the way the computer's proposing to lower the dendity. Seethelisting? A lot of our
massisin the externd defensive shields. Every one of them would have to be dumped into the sea. Even
with that it'stouch and go, but without the shields I'll fedl as naked as a soft-shell crab. Anyone who fedls
like taking a potshot at us can blow theHero's Return to pieces.”

"All the shipsthat the computer haslocated are Stellar Group members.”

"I know. And isn't that bad news? Y ou know the Angels, it will be more of their "Violenceis never the
only dternative line of bullshit.”

"But we know they won't shoot at us.”

"Sowhat?| learned along time ago that it's abad habit to waste effort counting your friends. It's your
enemies you need to look out for. We don't know who might be just over the horizon. Anyway, what do
you think? L et the computer do what it wants and dump the shields, or override it?"

"What are our other options?’

"Nonethat | can see.” Korin nodded his head toward Elke Siry. "Unless our resident genius over there



can suggest adifferent answer. Shelookslike she'sgot her teeth into something.”

Chan could seeit, too. Elke Siry's face glowed with excitement. She was spitting out oral commandsto
thetermind infront of her, while at the same time hammering out with her hands a series of requestsand
ingtructionsto the ship's computer.

"Elke!" Dag Korin caled acrossto her. "Y ou have all the satus reports. Do you see any dternativeto
alowing the ship's externa shieldsto be released?!

Elke Sry raised her head. The show of teeth was not asmile but avicious snarl. "Y ou expect meto
worry about shields, when | havethis to analyze?' She waved athin hand to take in the displays. "Don't
you redize what we have here? Do what you like with the damned shiglds, it's of no interest to me—and
gop interrupting my work."

The Genera glared. He said loudly to Chan, "Y ou'd never know | was her legal guardian for five years,
would you? But it's pointless trying to talk to her when she hasthat ook on her face." He placed afinger
on the button in front of him.

"Y ou were the one who inssted on bringing her,” Chan said.

"Because sheisagenius. Every army and every navy needs one—and no more than one. Most generas
and admirasthink it'sthem, but usualy it isn't. Well find out what Elke's so excited about when she's
finished her analysis." Korin finaly pressed the button. "Computer, dyou hear me? ThisisDag Korin

gpesking.”
AUTHORITY RECOGNIZED.

"Good. And don't play theidiot with me thistime. Go ahead, dump the shields and take us up to the
surface.

OBJECTION TO THELATTER COMMAND. THE SONAR REPORTS A ROUGH SEA STATE
WITH SURFACE WAVES OF TWENTY METERS AND MORE.

"Y ou mean after dl that hasde we can't go up?”

WE SHOULD NOT GO ALL THEWAY TO THE SURFACE. WHILE THE ATMOSPHERIC
DISTURBANCES REMAIN AT SUCH A HIGH LEVEL, THE SAFEST PLACE FOR THE SHIP
ISTHIRTY OR MORE METERS BELOW THE SURFACE. THE OFFSHORE SHELF SHOULD
BE SAFE. THAT ISWHERE TWO OF THE OTHER STELLAR GROUP SHIPSARE ALREADY
WAITING OUT THE STORM. IT ISASSUMED THAT YOU WILL WISH TO ESTABLISH
CONTACT WITH THEM.

"Two ships? Y ou said three. What about the other one?”’

THEMOOD INDIGO IS PROCEEDING TOWARD A LAND MASSNINE KILOMETERS
DISTANT FROM US. SUCH AN ACTION ISNOT RECOMMENDED FOR THIS SHIP FOR
TWO REASONS. HIRST, THEHERO'SRETURN ISMUCH LARGER THAN THEMOQOD
INDIGO, AND OUR GREATER DRAFT MEANS THAT WE CANNOT GO WHERE A
SMALLER SHIPISABLE TO PROCEED. SECOND, THE COURSE FOLLOWED BY THE
MOOQOD INDIGO PRESENTS SUBSTANTIAL RISK. OUR BEST MODEL ESTIMATES THE
PROBABILITY OF THAT SHIPSDESTRUCTION BY NATURAL FORCESAT THE



LAND-SEA INTERFACE ASNO LESSTHAN 0.40. WEHAVE BEEN TRYING TO
COMMUNICATE THISCONCLUSION TO THEM, SO FARWITHOUT SUCCESS.

"All right, dl right. | didn't ask for alecture." Dag Korin raised bushy eyebrows at Chan. " Chatty devil,
this one—aways has been. So what do you think? Land on the off-shore shelf?*

"If we can. But how do we maneuver to get usthere? We can't use our drive under water."

"We weren't told that was a problem, so | assume know-it-all hasit figured out.” Korin again pressed
the button to transmit an ora command. " Computer? Go ahead, dump the goddamn shields.”

THAT ACTION HASALREADY BEEN INITIATED FOLLOWING YOUR EARLIER
APPROVAL.

"Then take us to where the Stellar Group ships are sitting out the storm. Put us down near one of
them—not the Angel ship, though. | can't stand the sight of those bloody upstart artichokes.”

THEWATERISTOO SHALLOW FOR THIS SHIP AT THE LOCATION OF THE PIPE-RILLA
VESSEL. WE CANNOT APPROACH CLOSER THAN NINE HUNDRED METERSTO THE
SHORE. HOWEVER, BEING IN WATER ALSO HASADVANTAGES SINCE THE SHIP IS
PROTECTED FROM WAVE ACTION. WHEN THE STORM SUBSIDESYOU MAY BE ABLE
TO LAUNCH A TWO-PERSON AIR-BREATHING PINNACE FROM OUR UPPER LEVEL.
WARNING: THE EXTENT OF POSSIBLE DAMAGE TO THE PINNACE ISUNKNOWN AT
THISTIME.

"Fine. Go ahead and set us down in the best place you can find. | want to launch a couple of unmanned
orbiters, too, as soon as possible.” The Genera turned back to Chan. "That computer talks too much,

but in this case it hasthe right idea. Always keep your head down until you know the Situation. Even if we
had weapons and our shieldsin place wed still be vulnerable. We're like ashark on land or atiger under
water—misplaced. Staying dive is about the best we can do. | need an airborne overview.”

Chan nodded. "If the pinnace hasn't been too damaged well have plenty of volunteersto fly it as soon as
the storm lets up. Who do you think, Deb?"

They had hardly spoken during the hourswhile they waited for the Link trangition, but in those hours
their relationship had changed. It seemed natural now to ask her for advice and assistance.

She thought for afew moments. " Chrissie and Tarbush? They've been working together for years, and
they're the best observerswe have."

"That was my thought, too. We should find them aft. All right, Generd ?'

"Hell, they're your people, Daton. Do what you need to do. I've got my handsfull trying to make sense
of this garbage. Computer, what sort of a halfassed picture do you callthat ?' Korin gestured at themain
screen, which showed a bizarre underseaterrain etched in black and silver.

WHAT YOU ARE SEEING ISAN IMAGE CONSTRUCTED USING THE ULTRASOUND
RETURN SIGNAL. THEREISNO WAY TO GENERATE TRUE COLOR FROM
SINGLE-FREQUENCY SOUND DATA. WOULD YOU LIKE FALSE COLOR TO BE
ASSIGNED ON THE BASIS OF IMAGE LOCAL TEXTURE MEASURES?



"How the devil do | know, until I've seen it? Give me another minute to look at thisone."

As Deb and Chan |eft the room, the view on the big screen began to change. The ship was beginning a
dow rotation, heading east and then north toward the coastal shelf. Like agreat crippled whale, the
Hero's Return sought a haven on the seabed.

Chan took afinal look back. Dag K orin was scowling again, hunched over his console and arguing with
the ship's computer. Tully OToole stared open-mouthed at Elke Siry, in open admiration.

And Elke?

She done of the peoplein the room—probably of al the people on theHero's Return —seemedhappy ,
her attention fixed on the torrent of data flowing across the screens. Her expression remained one of
blissful exdtation.

* % *

Chan had been exactly right in his assessment of the ship's compuiter. It controlled almost every aspect of
theHero's Return operations, and it could do dmost anything—except knowingly risk the lives of
humans

The shedding of the massive defensive shields was dow and systematic, accompanied at every step by
caculaions of the ship's new density distribution, center of mass, and barycenter. The curve toward
shallower water was gentle, an arc many kilometers across, imposing minima stresses on the ship's
Sructure and auxiliary thrustors. Storm conditions at the surface were eva uated constantly, together with
more analyses of the blue sun that now appeared occasiondly through breaks in the cloud cover.

The humans on board knew nothing about any of this, nor did they need to. Life support and life
protection involves amillion functions, most of them as essentid, automatic and unnoticed asthe flow of
blood through a crew member's arteries and veins.

The computer was d o able to obtain readings from the air-breathing pinnace fixed to the outer hull. The
little craft, asfeared, had been fataly damaged in shedding the defengve shidds, and would no longer fly.
The computer began its countdown for the other requested action. Two unmanned orbiters were to be
launched from the depths. Their mission: to monitor the surface and sky of the planet and return their
findingsto the ship. The Generd had placed no redtriction on the timing of the action, except to say it
should be done as soon as the storm eased sufficiently. He knew that the computer was better able than
any human on board to decide gppropriate vaues for "sufficiently.”

Three hours later, theHer0's Return sprawled its cumbersome mass along the seabed, alittle less than
gx hundred meters away from theFinder . The storm till raged, but on the seabed al was peaceful.
Darkness was approaching, above and in the depths. The computer again checked the status of dl
onboard systems, then it switched to rest-period protocols.

* * %

The recreation center on theHero's Return had been designed on alarge scale. Three hundred crew
members could play there, with robot opponentsif no humanswere available, a everything from chessto
table tennisto sumo wrestling.

The group around Chan Dalton had tucked itself away into one dimly lit corner. Businesswas over. The
Stuation on the ship had been reviewed and reviewed again. Only one thing seemed clear: weather
permitting, Chrisse Winger and Tarbush Hanson—to their delight and Danny Casement's mild



irritation—woul d take an air-breathing pinnace up and out at first light.

Danny's haf-hearted "l didn't come all thisway just to sit around” had been countered by Deb Bisson's
"All which way? We don't know where we are yet—and we won't, until someone can take alook at the
dar patterns.”

"It'sonly atwo-person craft, Danny," Chrissie added. "Don't worry, therell be plenty of work for
everyone once we get out of this steel can. We have awhole planet to explore. When we started out we
didn't know if humans could live anyplacein the Geyser Swirl."

"The pinnace could hold three. They often do."

Danny was standing up. Chrissie went across to him, looped one armin his and the other in Tarbush
Hanson's, and led them toward the door. " Say it dl again, Danny. Maybe you can talk the Tarb and me
into your coming with us"

When they were outside the recreation hall Danny Casement stopped and stared at Chrissiewith
suspicion. "Why do you want to talk out here? Chan and Deb need to hear anything we agreeto. Do you
reslly mean thereésachance | can convince you?”'

"Not inamillion years. Sorry, Danny, but it will be just the Tarb and mein the pinnace." Chrissie took
his hand in hers. "Y ou're a big success with women, | know that. But sometimes | wonder how, because
you can be as dense as Pipe-Rillashidding.”

"| don't understand.”

"1 know you don't. Don't fedl too bad, though, because Tarb is no better." Chrissie nodded her head
toward the closed door of the recreation hal. "Back there, couldn't you tell that Chan and Deb were just
itching for usto leave? Couldn't you see that things have changed between them?”

"Shewasn't trying to kill him, if that's what you mean. But look, we had to discuss where we are and
what comes next."

"We finished with dl that haf an hour ago. Those two want to talk—but not about here and now. And
not with us”

Danny Casement and Tarbush Hanson stared at each other. Tarbush, who had said not aword for the
past three hours, dowly nodded and spoke. "1 think she'sright, man. They got serious catching up to do.
Twenty yearsof it."

Danny walked across the room to one of the observation ports that sudded the side of theHero's
Return . He stared out. The sealacked the abyssal black of ocean depths, and an eye adjusted to the
darkness could make out an occasiona glint of phosphorescence.

"Twenty years" hesaid at last. "'l guessit redlly has been that long. It isgoing to tekeawhile.”

Somewhere above them, far dong the ship's side, aglare of orangefire threw the sea and the seabed
into sharp relief. The three at the port saw startled sea-creatures darting away and felt the plates of the
Hero's Return shudder beneath their feet. They heard aroar like awounded sea-monster. In seconds
thefiery light came from above, rapidly dimming. Within haf aminute the darkness returned.



"Rocket launch,” Danny said into anew and uneasy silence. "One of the orbitasison theway. It must
be getting calmer up on the surface." He turned away from the port. "Y ou'reright, Tarb, catching upis
going to take awhile. Let's hope they—and we—live long enough to see it happen.”

20. MEET THE
MALACOSTRACANS

Friday Indigo could not move amuscle.

Not even eye muscles. Hewas lying on hisleft sde on somekind of iron-hard table, low and doping,
and he could see only in one direction. Out-of-focus black objects moved jerkily in front of him againgt a
dull gray background. He could not gauge their size, but the fuzzy outlines had the shape of the crestures
who had gunned him down on the shore.

Gunned him down; pardyzed him; but not taken away the capacity to fed pain. Hehurt . His head
ached, aknife blade wasin hisleft knee, and the side that he was lying on sent jolts of agony up and
down hisbody each time he took a breath.

At least hecould breathe. How was that possible, when no amount of effort would move arms, legs, and
head amillimeter?

He could dso hear. The clicking and chattering was still going on, louder than before and with new
sounds added to it. Suddenly he redlized that the extra noises were coming from the trandation unit
attached to his own bdlt.

He concentrated on that. It was gibberish, hoots and whistles and obscene gurgles. But then the
occasiond word started to emerge. " Water. Bubble, burble, splutter, click.Air ." A sequence of fizzing
sounds, like gas escaping from abottle. " Live—a-live—alive—alive." And then, after asuite of musica
buzzes from the unit, "Mala-costra-cans.”

The trandator was apiece of junk, just like the other one. If ever he got back to the solar system hewas
going to sauté the liver of the crooked swinewho had sold it to him.

The unit babbled on. He had to stop listening, because suddenly his tongue and throat had a column of
fire antswaking up and down on them.

He coughed, swallowed, and amost fainted with pain. A voice from the trandation unit said, "
Malacostracans." Then, " Air—breath. Wake. It live."

"Y ou rotten bastards." He could speak! But what he had said wouldn't do him much good, even if the
trandator did work. "Greetings, dien strangers.” Every word was agony. Keep it short. "I—Friday
Indigo—captain of theMood Indigo —comein friendship.”



The musclesthat controlled the lenses of his eyes were coming back to life. His eyebalswere onfire,
but he could focus. He counted half a dozen creatures over by the wall. There was some variation in sSize,
but the basic body plan was constant: a broad, blue-black carapace, held close to horizontd; ten
supporting legs, each one with a pouch attached to its upper end; at what he assumed was the front, two
pairs of formidable front claws surrounded by mobile bristleslike thin fingers, staked eyes positioned
high on the body, above atrio of fringed dits. "Ugly"didn't even begin to describe them.

Thetrandator hummed and said, It live. It wake.

Werethey dedf, or just plain stupid?"Did you hear me? My nameis Friday Indigo, and | am the owner
and captain of the space-going yacht,Mood Indigo . | cometo you in friendship.”

"Fridayindigo. Fridayindigo. It live. S-s-speak. Us—" apause and afart-like groan from the
trandator "—us Malacostracans.”

What was it with the "maacogtracans' hit? That was the third time the machine had said the same
nonsense word.

Maybe the key to getting something sensible was to talk more, and to make the Indigoanstalk back.
"Hello. My nameis Friday Indigo, and | have come here from another star system. | am the captain of a
garship, theMood Indigo . | am the representative of al humans, and of dl other inteligent specieswho
are members of the Stellar Group. | am anew arriva to your world, and | would like to compare your
civilization with ours"

While Friday spoke he wastaking afirst hard look at his surroundings. Perhgps "civilization" wasthe
wrong word. By any standards, the place he had been brought to was a dump.

Hewaslying on the doping table with his head dightly lower than hisfeet, a the upper end of a chamber
that was dso doping. Maybe twenty meterslong and haf that across, it waslit by cylindrica wall lamps
of asickly yelow-green. It was, in fact, not so much aroom asapool or tank. The creatures nearest to
Friday stood in water only afew inches deep, but down at the far end he saw four more of them, all
half-submerged and d oshing around. With its hundred-percent humidity, deadly chill, dank wallsand
ceiling of muddy gray, thiswasn't a place where anyonein hisright mind would stay for morethan a
minute

Friday lifted his head, realizing as he did so that part of his discomfort came from the fact that he was il
in hissuit with his cheek resting on the hard edge of the open helmet. He worked hisjaw from sideto
sdeand said, "Isthe trandator getting anything I've said acrossto you? It's doing alousy job sending
stuff thisway—all I've received so far is about five words. Can you hear me? Do you understand me?"

The trandator was certainly doingsomething . As Friday spoke, it produced a simultaneous string of
stuttering clicks and squawks. Two of the Indigoans splashed their way closer to the table and leaned
over it with waving eyestalks. Their interest seemed to be not in Friday, but in the trandator unit at his
was.

"Hell-o!" Helifted hisright arm and waved fegbly. "Y ou down there. I'm up here—that'sjust amachine
that you're saring at. Can you hear me? Can you understand me?"

One of the creatures dowly turned to face him. The topmost of the three fringed dits began to move.

"It speak. Thisthe it speak?"”



"If you mean, am | the one who'staking to you and being trandated by the machinethere, thenyes. | am
theit who's spesking.”

"It breath air. It live air."

"That'squiteright. I liveinair, and | breatheair. | an"— wasit worth the effort? Well, try it one more
time—"1 am Friday Indigo. | am ahuman, and so far as| know thisisthefirst contact between your
people and mine. Thisisavery significant meeting. Isthere any chance that we could go someplace else
if we're going to keep talking? This underwater dungeon gives methewillies.”

"We you same. Live air, live water. Hu-mans you. Malacostracans we."

"Oh. | get it. Maacostracans. It's yourname —what you call yourselves. It's the strangest name | ever
heard, | must say, but I'll blame that on the trandation unit." Friday tapped his chest with one gloved
hand. "I'm Friday Indigo. I'm going to call youlndigoans , for our records. The name of our whole
speciesishumans . My ownpersonal nameis Friday Indigo. What's yours?!

Apparently that was too much, either for the Maacostracan or the trandator. Friday heard only asullen
hum.

"All right, let'sleaveit for later.” He sat up and swung hislegs over onto the floor. That produced violent
pins and needles from his hipsto histoes. He had to sit quiet for awhile, cursing horribly and wondering
if that too was being trandated. He felt for his backpack of supplies, and wasrelieved to find it there and
untouched. If hedidn't fed better in aminute he'd take apainkiller. No point in suffering any more.

"We you go." The Maacostracan waved avicious-looking pincer in Friday's face. " We you see one big
onewe."

"l think | get that. Y ou're just gofers of some kind, so now I'm awake you'll take meto your |leader,
right? Fine with me. That's the way it should be, because I'm the leader for the humansand | don't want
to talk to underlings. Uh-oh. Wait aminute. If you're going outthat way, | may need to close my suit.”

The creature had turned away and was scuttling down the incline toward deeper water. When it redlized
that Friday was not following it paused. The eyestalks reared up over the carapace to stare back at him
as he closed the visor of his helmet.

Thetrandation unit said, " Take shell off, put shell on? Not we."

"Y ou're dedling with humans now, my friend. There'slots of things that we can do and others can't.”
That wastheway to doit, givethe diensan ideaof human superiority right at the beginning. But the
Indigoan merely waited until Friday was finished, then led the way into deeper water. When it cameto a
point where the bottom of its carapace was level with the surface, the creature ducked forward and
submerged. That confirmed Friday's idea that the Indigoans were equally at home on land or in the sea.
But where had they evolved? The bubble men hadn't mentioned them.

Therewould be plenty of time for answersto questionslike that. Firgt, the trandation unit must finishits
learning process.

Friday followed the Indigoan into anarrow tunnd with asemicircular arched celling. It was atight



squeeze, but by crouching dightly he could keep his head in the two-foot gap between the surface of the
water and thelow roof. Thelightswere dl in the main chamber, and he plowed on through increasing
gloom. The tunnel was so narrow that there was no possibility of mistaking the way.

He heard a sound ahead, afaint moaning cry that grew steadily louder. The unit at hiswaist made no
attempt at trandation. At the same time the water level went down. Hewalked arising inclinethat led up
into deeper darkness. Friday raised hisarm above his head, and found that he could no longer touch the
ceiling. Also—he spread his arms wide—he could not reach the sides of the corridor. The wailing had
become louder and more unearthly. A strong, gusty wind pushed against his chest.

Confused and unable to see, he paused with water up to his knees. After afew seconds, alight
gppeared ahead of him. The creature that led the way was holding an oblong lantern high in one of its
fore-pincers, while the stalked eyes stared back to make sure that Friday was till there.

"It'sdl right." Hewaved at it. "I'm with you. Y ou can keep going.”
"We go. You follow."

Friday wondered if the trandation unit couldn't work while the Indigoan was under water. A moment
later he had other things on his mind. He had a sudden suspicion that they were not insde aroom any
more, but moving out onto exposed land surface. That wailing sound was from the same wind that
pushed at his suited figure. Asthey came completely out of the water he could fed it swirling about his
body. It wasthetail end of the storm, raking the night surface of Limbo. From somewhere behind he
heard another sound, the distant roar of surf on the shordline.

Hewondered how far they had carried him. How long had he been unconscious? How long until dawn?
And had theMood Indigo survived its battering by wind and water?

Wéll, for every question he had, they must have one about him. The trick was to make sure you got
more information than you gave.

Hewas still walking, and now there seemed rather more light than the lamp provided. He stopped,
leaned back his head, and stared straight up.

The heavy overcast of the storm had gone, to leave a cloudless night. He opened hisvisor for the
clearest possible view, aware that he would be the first human ever to observe the night sky of Limbo.

The pre-mission briefings he had received before leaving the solar system had been sketchy, but they
had told him pretty much what to expect. The Geyser Swirl was acompact mass of dust and gasin
which starslay strewn at random. The thick dust would scatter starlight, producing asky inwhich an
overdl glow like an aurorawas broken by the vells and dark bands of denser absorbing dust.

Wéll, so much for what he had been told. He might have guessed it, the brieferswerelike al briefers:
screwed up. The sky here was no gauzy, aurora-like veil. The heavens werefilled with glowing globes,
many of them so faint that you had to look dightly away to seethem at dl. They were of different Szes,
from faint sky-pearlsto swollen bals seemingly close enough to reach out and touch. Even the brighter
oneswere too dim to possess definite colors, but heimagined that he saw a hint of greenin oneto the
left, atouch of pink in the globe next to it. The Sky wasfull , more globes than dark regions between
them.

Friday heard the clicking of claws and brought his gaze back to ground level. The Indigoan was moving



on ahead, up arocky inclinethat threw back points of glitter in the light of the lamp. The cresture was
finding it hard going, scrabbling its way forward and up. Friday bent low and saw a surface so smooth
and bare that it seemed to have been scraped clean. What was it Rombelle had said? That there was no
life on the surface of the planet. Well, the idiot had been wrong about animd life, but he seemed to be
right about the plants. There was no sign of them. What did the Indigoans eat? From the ook of them
they were more at home in water than on land. Maybe they found their nourishment in the sea.
Apparently they thought he was like them, amphibious, if that "we you same, liveair, live water" had been
trandated correctly by the unit.

Thelamp lit acircle only four or five meters across, and the star-globe light was too faint to provide
illumination. Everything on the ground beyond the lamp's circle gpparently didn't exist. Friday had no
choice but to trudge on after the Indigoan and hope the other knew where it was going. The pain of
returning circulation waslessin hislegs, but they felt wobbly and with the continuing uphill walk hislungs
were aching.

"How much farther?' he said at last. "I've got to stop and take arest if it's going to be much farther. It's
easy for you, you're not the one who got shot and knocked unconscious and just woke up.”

That used up what little breath he had lft. He paused and panted. He couldn't tell if the Indigoan had
understood what came out of the trandator, but it too halted and turned. In the lamplight, the creature
withitscrud pincers, sak eyes, and multiple mouth dots seemed like a gigantic and deformed crab.

The eyestalks waved. " Soon top, top flat like water flat, place you we end."

That wasn't exactly amodd of clarity. ™Y ou mean, when we get to the top of thisrise, we cometo a
placethat'sflat in the same way that the surface of water isflat? And when we get to it, well be where
we want to be?"

"We think you speak back we say. Top flat like water flat, place for you and we."

The trouble with the trand ator was that it had to work both waysto be of any use. He didn't know if the
Indigoan's speech had been garbled, and he also didn't know if what he had said in reply wasjust as
garbled in trandation. If it was, then no matter what the Indigoan replied he couldn't be sure of the
meaning.

He nodded and took a couple of paces up the hill. "All right. I've had my break, and with any luck I'll
find out soon enough where we're heading. And if we don't get there soon, I'll have to take another rest.
My legsdon't fed right. I'll need adrink too." The cregture said nothing. Friday groaned. "All right, then,
let'sgo.”

Actudly, he had another piece of evidence that despite al the uncertainties the two of them were
somehow communicating. With the light of the Indigoan'slamp no longer in his eyes, some way ahead he
could sense more than see ahorizonta line, aboundary curve separating black rock from adightly paler
region above. It wastoo bright to be star-sphere light. Rather, it wasjust how you would expect thingsto
look if the areabeyond the crest of the hill waslit by more of the yellow-green lamps.

The Indigoan overtook him with afrenzied clatter of claws on smooth rock and led the way up thefina
dope. Quite sharply, that incline ended on a broad shelf so flat and uniform that it did not appear natural.
Friday stopped again, but thistime it was not because of shortage of breath.

What lay ahead had al the markers of amilitary camp. Maybe thirty metersin front of him stood atall



metal |attice at least three meters high. Bright lamps placed every twenty meters along the top of it threw
blue-white searchlights onto the ground insde and out, and the | attice fence ran al theway around a
rectangular area maybe two hundred meterslong and eighty wide. More significant still, an Indigoan was
stationed like a sentry guard at the only two places where Friday could see anything like agate. It made
him wonder, what was being protected, and who wasit being protected from?

Inside the guarded enclosure he counted six buildings. From the outside each one wasidenticdl, a
twenty-meter cylinder cut in two along itsaxis and placed flat sde down on the ground. The buildings
were windowless and featureless, and they shone auniform dull yellow in the light of the lamps. Every
one had anew and unfinished gppearance, fitting with the idea that this was more like atemporary camp
than aplacefor permanent living.

Beyond the buildingslay anarrow arstrip. Evidence that itwas an airstrip came from the sght of two
tri-lobed winged vehicles, one sitting a each end. Friday saw them and thought, jackpot! Not just
cvilization, buttechnological civilization. Weapons and lamps suggested it, but aircraft likethosewere a
final proof. He had never seen anything remotely like them. With those peculiar shapesit seemed
improbable that they could ever leave the ground, but apparently they did. Alien technology wasdifferent
. Alien technology could be the key to unimaginable personal wedth and power.

He was s0 excited by the thought that he reached an entry point to the compound before he noticed that
the sentry guard held ablack canein one pincer, exactly like the one that had knocked him out on the
shore. He stopped in histracks. Suddenly it flt lesslikefirst contact, more like he was being taken
prisoner.

"You go. We not go. You talk, she talk." The Indigoan who had brought him held aweaponinits
pincer, too. Had the creature been holding it ever ance they |left the watery chamber? It waswaving it
now, urging him forward.

"I'm willing to talk, more than willing. But who will | be talking to? Does your leader have aname?’

"You go. You talk, and"—there was a pause, while the trandation unit buzzed to itsdlf—"you listen big
little one— eader ?—talk. You go."

Clear as mud. But the black cane was pointing at his head, and if Friday recdled little after it was used
before, he did have the strong and unpleasant memory of his brain seeming to spout gray matter out from
the top of his head. It was not an experience that he wished to repeat.

He alowed himself to be led through the gate and on into the compound. The sentry remained a his
post, but at a high-pitched squeak from his companion, that the unit trandated mysterioudy as" Call high
servers,” three more Indigoans came scuttling out of one of the buildings. At the sight of Friday, achorus
of clucksand chirps came all at once. The unit at his belt was confused or overloaded. It produced only
asquawk of its own. More weagpons came out of side pouches.

Think of it as an honor guard. And don't do or say anything that might annoy or be
misinterpreted. They lined up, two on either side of him, and Friday walked cautioudy forward. Maybe
he didn't want these brutish creatures named for him after al. If they preferred to be caled
Malacogtracans, which was what the trandator kept offering, he wouldn't argue.

They led him to alow arched doorway in theflat semi-circular end of one of the buildings, lined up
outsde, and urged him through with gestures of the black canes.



He said to the Indigoan who had brought him from the shore, "What about you? Won't you be coming
in, too, to help trandate? We're beginning to understand each other."

The Indigoan pointed with the black cane toward the doorway. The trandator said, " To the big little,
go. You, one, in. We stay."

"Will thebig little'—my God, they had him doing it now—"I hope that your leader sounds exactly the
same asyou do. Otherwise, thetrandator will have ahdl of atime and may haveto sart from scratch.”

"You to the big little. Go now. Talk, listen.”
The black cane waved ominoudy, suggesting no room for discusson.
"All right, I'm going. See? I'm on my way."

Friday walked forward, down an unlighted ramp and away from the bright beams of the searchlights. At
once he found himself splashing dong in afoot of water. He paused to close the visor of his suit—for all
he knew his next step would drop him in over his head—and redlized as he did so that this building was
even worse than the one where he had avakened. It not only had standing water, it had no lights at al.

He stepped gingerly forward, stumbled on adown step, and dmost fell.

He stood ill. "Thisisridiculous. | know you gooks understand about lights, so why the hell don't you
usethem?It'sblack asawitch'sassin here”

Hewastaking to himsdlf, and he certainly didn't expect an answer. But the room lightened as
orange-red tubeslit up al dong the sdewalls. Trillsand chirps came from in front of him, and the
trandator said, "Light is provided. Say what is enough.”

"That'sfine." Friday glanced at the bright lighting on the walls and at the structureslike huge easels that
stood beneath them, but most of his attention was focused on the small table afew metersin front of him.
It was low, no more than knee-high, only athird the size of the one on which he had awakened. That
seemed appropriate, because the Indigoan who sprawled on top of it was aso aminiature version of the
onesoutsde. Heredlized that the table, like the one in the chamber near the shore, was designed to
accommodate Indigoan body structure. Five pairs of walking legs draped over the Side, while theflat
lower body sat comfortably on the hard table beneath. The small body, unlike those of the other
Indigoans, wore clothing. The blue-black carapace was dressed in a glittering wraparound of orange-red,
while the double pairs of pincers emerged from mitten-like sheaths of the same color.

It was adumb question, but he had to ask it. He splashed forward until he was within ameter of the
table. "Wasit you who turned on the lights, and asked me what was enough?"

Miniature eyestalks waved up at him, and the topmost mouth opened. The trandator said, "Who but 1?
No oneelseishere.”

"l don't get it. | understand you, but the one who brought me here hardly made sense at dl. | know that
the trandator improves asit hears more of alanguage, but it shouldn't bethisfast.”

A pincer claw pointed to the unit at Friday'swais.” |sthat the “trandator'?"

"Sure. Do you aso have such things?'



"We have. . . other ways. Better ways for translation, ways that do not allow mistakes. | think
that we communicate, but | am not sure. As for under standing the one who brought you here, it
cannot be expected.”

"Doesit gpesk adifferent language?’

"It speaks no language, no true language. It isnot a leader. Itisalower, a Level Three."
"Y ou mean, asort of moron?'

“ItisLevel Three. A patroller, a guard, a worker."

"l get it. | had the same sort of problem on my ship, workerswho couldn't grasp the big picture. I'm a
leader, too." He had missed with hisearlier tries at first contact, but thislooked like the right time for it.
"Let meexplain who | am, and why | am here. My nameis Friday Indigo, and | have cometo thisworld
from another star system. | am the captain of astarship, theMood Indigo , which is stranded near the
shore not far from here. | am also the representative of dl humans, and of al other intelligent specieswho
are members of the Stellar Group. | would welcome the chance to compare your civilization with ours,
and if possibleto exchange eements of our technology.”

Even as he spoke, Friday wondered if he was being atrifle optimistic. The trandator wasworking
now—of course it hadn't worked when he was talking to a half-wit minion, how could it?—but he was
throwing at it some pretty high-level concepts.

For afew seconds he was afraid that he was right, and his speech had been too much for the trandator.
Thelittle Indigoan in front of him—funny, when you saw a pint-sized oneit looked like a cross between
an Earth crab and alobster—was waving its eyestalks in an excited way and whistling loudly. The
trandator whigtled in sympathy, and findly said," | question what was said to me. Repeat who you are,
and what you are."

"Sure. Let metry to keep it redly smple. My nameisFriday Indigo. | have come here from another
gar. | want to learn your technology, in exchange for giving you some of ours.”

It was hard to say it clearer than that, but the Indigoan leader seemed as agitated as ever.

"You are not from this world? You are not the dominant life-form and intelligence of this world?"

"I'm dominant and intelligent, sure | am. But you got it right, I'm not from thisworld. | came herefroma
world that orbits another star.” The oddity of the question finally got through to Friday. Why would
somebody who was part of the dominant intelligent form of Limbo ask Friday if he was of the dominant
form here?" Areyou tdling methat you're not the leading life-form here, yoursdf?

"Not from here, you are not from here. Where, if not from here?" The Indigoan was standing up,
lifting itself from the table. It seemed awfully excited." You will say all or die, asthose died. You will
say all, or you will join them."

One pincer was now holding asmall version of the familiar black cane, but that was not what gave
Friday the chills. The cane was not pointing a him. It was directed toward the big wall pandsthat stood
on each side of the room.



He wondered why he had not noticed them as he camein, then redized that once the lights came on he
had been totally focused on the Indigoan leader. If he had observed on entry what he saw now, he would
have run back outside and taken his chances with the line of guards.

On the easdl's hung four objects. They seemed oddly two-dimensional, but that was because they had
been dried, carefully opened and dissected, and pinned flat.

Friday was staring at the desiccated remains of four bubble people.

21: REUNION

Bony had been very young when the quarantine was impaosed, and in his childhood he had absorbed the
widespread human bias against other members of the Stellar Group. Pipe-Rillas were hopeless cowards.
Tinkerswere ungtable. Angels were enormoudy intelligent, but they were also obgtinate, complaining,
and inscrutable. 1t was an outrage that such flawed and inferior beings should control accessto the sars,
while denying it by quarantine to superior humans.

Perhaps, but when you were stranded on the seabed of an alien world with amajor storm raging
overhead, alimited air supply, and no ideawhat to do next, you became aware of other dien qualities.

Vow-of-Silence was crouching in the silt-filled water with the Angel cradled in two of her fore-limbs and
an amorphous mass of Tinkers heaped by her side. AsBony and Liddy came up to her, the Fipe-Rilla
bobbed her head toward the humans and said, "Thereisadight difficulty. Although theFinder isno more
than two or three kilometers away, the storm has so filled the water around us with suspended sediments
that earlier seaemarkersareinvisble. Also, night approaches. We do not know in which direction we
should proceed to reach our ship. Do you?"

For acoward the Pipe-Rilla sounded remarkably cam—much camer than Bony felt. He looked at
Liddy. She shrugged, and said to Vow-of-Silence, "I'm afraid we don't.”

Bony felt like an idiot—setting a beacon for your return path should be second nature to anyone who
claimed technica competence. The Angd said, " "Full fathom five, thy Finder lies,"" which didn't seem
tohepatadl.

Vow-of-Silence said, "Very good. Eager Seeker, I'm sorry to trouble you. If you wouldn't mind?"

Eager Seeker offered no reply, but the whole heap of the Tinker Composite disassembled, rose, and
circled briefly like an underwater tornado. Then the components streaked away in dl directions.

Bony said, "What?" but Liddy's nudge saved him from making abigger fool of himself. After acouple of
minutesthe Angd added, " They also serve who only stand and wait.' " Five minutes|later the Tinker
components came streaming back. They merged to make atall column, held there for maybe ten
seconds, then reformed to create a horizonta line that snaked away into the murk.



"Thank you, Eager Seeker.” V ow-of-Silence gestured to Bony and Liddy with one of her fore-limbs.
"After you."

"How could the Tinker understand that?' Liddy asked Bony, asthey followed the strung-out line of
components. "l thought they had no intelligence unless they were formed into a Composite.”

She spoke softly, but V ow-of-Silence heard her. "Indeed they do not." The Pipe-Rillawith her Angel
burden was close behind. As she moved to Bony'sside, theindividua componentsin the line of Tinkers
behind her coalesced into arough sphere.

"My reply was formd politeness,” V ow-of-Silence went on, "and no more than that. | will repeat our
expression of gratitude when we reach the ship, and Eager Seeker isonce more fully assembled into a
higher consciousness.”

The Angel said nothing. The blue-green fronds were furled about the upper body, and to Bony's eyethe
resemblance to alarge vegetable became complete.

Thelittle party trudged on across the seefl oor astwilight edged toward night. FHickers of lightning, faint
and far-off, picked out the guiding column of Tinkers. It seemed far more than three kilometers when the
rococo outline of the toppledFinder at last appeared.

Bony wastoo tired to do more than struggle aboard, remove his suit, and find aplaceto lie down on a
cluttered floor that was actudly awall. After afew seconds Liddy cameto curl up beside him. She
snuggled close but said not aword. Bony was lft to reflect that this was an adolescent's dream. He was
spending the night with awoman who had been trained in the Leah Rainbow Academy for the Daughters
of Gentlefolk, awoman who had been trained to please men in ahundred different ways. A woman,
moreover, who seemed to like him and had told him that he was attractive.

Bony sighed. If Liddy knew ahundred waysto ddlight, Life knew athousand ways to disappoint.
Nothing was going to happen tonight.

He put a protective arm over her. In the few moments before he went to deep he decided that human
judgment was wrong. Pipe-Rillas were brave, not cowardly. Tinkers were not unstable, but steady and
reliable. Only the Angels appeared to match their reputation. Hisfina memory was of asynthesizer voice,
grumbling from adark corner: " Standing without the touch of soil, bare-rooted and bereft of light."How
arethe mighty fallen!" "

* * *

Hunger woke Bony. Helay in darkness and could not recall when he had last eaten. His stomach was
growling likeawild bees.

He reached out and found Liddy gone. He opened his eyes, and the Angd's corner stood empty. Over
to hisright, the port showed thefirst faintest glint of dawn. Off to his|eft, toward the ship'sbow, he saw a
brighter light and heard the sound of voices.

He rubbed tired eyes, stood up, and headed to the adjoining chamber. They were dl there. The Angel
stood directly beneath a glowing tube, itslower part in a container filled with dark liquid. Eager Seeker
had assembled its componentsinto afat ring around the Angd's bulky middle section. AsBony camein,
Liddy—wonderful mind-reader Liddy—handed him awhite haf-moon with a crumbly texture and said,
"I don't know what it is, but it's not bad and it's supposed to be suited to a human digestion.”



Bony took abig bite, nodded histhanks, and joined the othersin staring at the Pipe-Rilla.
Vow-of-Silence was crouched by the main control desk of theFinder , and she was shaking her narrow
head. "We have a status report on the condition of this ship, which is not good. We aso have other
surprising news. | have cdled for an ord summary.” Vow-of-Silence bowed to Bony and Liddy.
"Recognizing your limitations, it will be provided in your form of speech.”

In spite of the polite gesture the find comment was, at the very leadt, adig at humans. Pipe-Rillas and
Tinker Composites had no difficulty picking up in afew weeks everything from Swahili to Sioux, while
less than a hundred human interpreters had mastered the alien languages. Asfor the native tongue of the
tongueless Angdls, even the Tinkers and Pipe-Rillas said it was next to impossible.

Even s0, Bony wondered if thiswas going to work. The onboard computer of theFinder was probably
asgood asthe Pipe-Rillas could make, but in this area of technology nothing in the Stellar Group came
close to human products. Sure enough, the voice that came from the cabin address system had alabored,
mechanicd quality, with odd breaks between words.

THERE HASBEEN A CONTINUED STEADY DETERIORATION IN THIS SHIPS ENERGY
SUPPLY AND STORAGE SYSTEMS. ONE STORAGE ELEMENT SUFFERED MAJOR
DAMAGE UPON EMERGING FROM THE LINK INTO WATER, AND IT CANNOT BE USED.
THE MINOR HULL FRACTURE EXPERIENCED AT THAT SAME TIME HAS BEEN
COMPENSATED THROUGH THE USE OF A SEPARATING FIELD, BUT SUCH A FIELD
REQUIRES A SUBSTANTIAL AND CONTINUOUS EXPENDITURE OF ENERGY. THAT
ENERGY CANNOT BE REPLACED, NOR CAN REPAIRS BE MADE, UNTIL THE SHIPISNO
LONGER IMMERSED IN A DENSE SURROUNDING MEDIUM. TRANSFER OF THE SHIP
TOITSDESIGNED VACUUM ENVIRONMENT MUST OCCUR WITHIN THREE DAY,
OTHERWISE PRESENT LEVELS OF LIFE-SUPPORT SYSTEMS CANNOT BE MAINTAINED.

Bony wondered if "vacuum™ redly meant vacuum. Would it do to raise theFinder to the surface, or
beach it? That sort of thing would not be easy, but it was an area suited to his own fix-up skills. Given a
day or two and some cooperation he could certainly have raised theMood Indigo usng the auxiliary
thrustors, and probably taken it to space. TheFinder was much more of an unknown quantity, but he
waswillingto giveit ashot if they would let him.

The computer was not finished. THE ELECTROMAGNETIC COMMUNICATIONS SY STEM
HASNOT FUNCTIONED CORRECTLY SINCE IMMERSION. THE NEUTRINO
COMMUNICATION SYSTEM WASRESTORED TO SERVICE ELEVEN HOURS AGO, IN SO
FARASSUCH A RESTORATION ISPOSSIBLE WITHOUT A MAJOR OVERHAUL.
CONTACT HASBEEN MADE WITH TWO VESSELS: FIRST, THEMINISTER OF GRACE ,
WITH A CREW OF ANGELS AND OF SELLORAN REGISTRATION. HOWEVER, THIS
CONTACT WASLOST NINE HOURS AGO AND HASNOT BEEN REGAINED.

The Angd said gloomily, "TheMinister of Grace , swept into the abyss by the force of the storm.  Thou
art lost and gone forever, dreadful sorry." "

The computer ignored the Angdl and went on, SECOND, THEHERO'SRETURN , WITH A CREW
OF HUMANS AND WITH SOL REGISTRATION, REPORTS THAT IT ISNEWLY ARRIVED
IN THISVICINITY AND LIESON THE SEABED ROUGHLY THREE KILOMETERS FROM
OUR POSITION. WE CONTINUE TO EXCHANGE LOCATION AND IDENTIFICATION
SIGNALSWITH THE COMPUTER OF THEHERO'SRETURN .

Bony decided that theFinder 's onboard computer was not just primitive, it was very dumb. He had



never heard of aship named theHero's Return , but it sounded just like the sort of thing you would call a
Class Five cruiser. Any decent computer ought to have that kind of information in its data banks—and it
should be able to rank information in probable order of importance. This news should have set off every
aarm bell in the ship, announcing that the new vessel had appeared. The computer on theHero's Return
aong with its crew, must be going crazy wondering why they had heard nothing in return but abland I/D
sgnd.

If no one else knew what to do, it was up to him. Bony—uwith the cursed stammer that came always a
the wrong time—nblurted out, "Ask theHero's Return to s-send us ap-picture . And ask for information

onshiptype"

Vow-of-Silence reached a claw toward the control board, then hesitated. Do you aready know about
thisship?'

"No. But if it's the same one that flew overhead when we were sitting on the seabed—and | think it must
be—it could be a Class Five cruiser.”

"Awarship ?' Vow-of-Slence said, while aflurry of Tinker components rose and fluttered excitedly al
around the cabin. "Such an arriva would be unspeskable.

While Bony wondered how to answer—if he wereright, it was certainly awarship—Liddy helped him
out. "Lots of the old solar system warships have been converted to civilian use. Right, Bony?'

"They have. All the offensive weapons were taken out, and they don't carry afighting crew any more.
Butif it'saClassFive cruiser, it will be superbly equipped and difficult to destroy. We would be far safer
there than here. All of us." He thought of the Angd. "They have an onboard sunroom and agarden area,
for crew relaxation.”

"Hah!" The fronds on the upper part of the Angel waved, and the compact body emitted arapid series
of high-pitched squeaks. Even as Bony redlized that thiswas Gressdl's digital audio command to the
ship's computer, the reply was coming. OUR INQUIRY HAS BEEN RECEIVED AND WE HAVE
THE RESPONSE. THEHERO'SRETURN ISCONFIRMED AS A CONVERTED CLASSFVE
CRUISER SERVED BY A HUMAN CREW. THE PASSENGER-CARRYING CAPACITY IS
ONE THOUSAND AND SEVENTY UNDER NON-EMERGENCY CONDITIONS, BUT THE
SHIP NOW CARRIESA COMPLEMENT OF ONLY EIGHT HUMANS. IT ISALSO
CONFIRMED THAT THE SURVIVAL PROBABILITY OF ALL BEINGSON BOARD THIS
SHIPWOULD BE GREATLY INCREASED BY TRANSFER TO THEHERO'SRETURN . SUCH
A TRANSFER HASALREADY BEEN PROPOSED. WE RECOMMEND IT, AND THE
ABANDONMENT OF THISVESSEL.

Bony wondered just who was recommending the transfer. From the speed of the transaction, the only
parties who could be involved were the ships computers. Had the idea of the move come from this ship?
If so, theFinder 's computer was condemning itself to oblivion. The machine existed in distributed form
throughout the ship, and there was no possible way to take it to theHero's Return . 1t would fade and die
asthe onboard energy supply dwindled.

If anyone shared Bony's thoughts, they did not mention it. Vow-of-Silence said, "It will mean suits again.
A nuisance, but the journey will be ashort one" Sheturned to Bony and Liddy. "I have cdlled for a
crew-to-crew visud link. Since we are dealing with ahuman ship, initia contact and the indication of our
dedreto transfer would come better from two humans. Agreed?”



Did they have achoice? Bony waited for the two-way video link. At last, a picture appeared. The
display showed aman and woman sitting side by side and looking right at the occupants of theFinder 's
cabin. The man had awary, weary expression, the dark-haired woman was fresh-faced and seemed to
glow with hedlth.

Thetwo of them stared and stared without saying aword. The man's mouth hung open, while the
woman leaned forward and frowned in disbelief.

Liddy glanced around the cabin and could see nothing to astonish. When Bony remained silent, she at
last sad, "Hello,Hero's Return . Are you there? Do we have contact?' There was still no reply. She
nudged Bony, who sat frozen. " Something's wrong with the communications. | don't think they're seeing
or hearing us at dl. Bony? Are you ligening to me? Bony? Bony!"

* * *

Not just Chan Dalton and Deb Bisson, but the whole bunch—Dapper Dan and Chrissie and Tarbush
and Tully OToole. Bony tried to explain about the team to Liddy on their surrealistic dawn journey
across the seafloor, but he was not sure she believed him. He was not sure he believed himsdlf. A
hundred lightyears, or two hundred, or however many it was from Earth, and the first humansyou run
into areold friends.

Liddy reacted camly. She and Bony kept very close to each other, drifting along the coastal shelf inthe
faint, filtered light of early morning. It wasimprobable for him to meet hisold friends here? Fine, so it was
improbable; but it had happened. "Improbable’ was something you could only apply to future events.

TheHero's Return stretched its length along the seabed, so big that as they approached the center lock
for admission to the ship, the bow and stern were invisible through the cloudy water. The storm was past,
but hereits after-effectslingered on far below the surface. After the first chaotic minutes of hugs and
handshakes, the group settled into the ship's main fire control chamber, and detailed explanations began.

Chan Dalton introduced Dag Korin, and the grizzled Genera offered aterse description of theHero's
Return 'sLink trangtion and surprising underwater arrival. As he finished he glared with distaste at the
Pipe-Rilla the Angd, and the assembled Tinker Composite.

Vow-of-Silence took over, but she could add very little. The Pipe-Rilla, like the Angd and the humans,
had expected her ship's Link trangition to terminate in vacuum. In fact, it seemed impossible that it would
not do so, given al the built-in safeguards employed by the Stellar Group.

Bony had not expected that he and Liddy would have much to offer, but after Dag Korin and the
Pipe-Rillahad explained how they cameto be here, one of the crew of the other ship, atall, woefully thin
blonde named Elke Siry, sat down in front of Bony. She had been introduced as the expedition's
scientist, and she wanted to knoweverything . What tests had he done on the water? What had they
seen of plants and anima's on the seafloor? When they were on the surface, had they seen anything of the
night sky of Limbo?What could they tell her about the surface gravity of the planet? About the distance
to the horizon? Where was Friday Indigo, and theMood Indigo ? What had they learned in their brief
vigt to the land? What about the aircraft he had seen? What about the object that Bony suspected to be
aLink entry point? Was he sure it was a changing feature, sometimes there and sometimes not?

Her questions went on and on. Finally she frowned, chewed at her lower lip, and asked, "What else can
you tell me about the bubble people? Why are you so sure they can't go on land, and could not be the
makers of the aircraft that you saw?'



Bony was sure, but he didn't know how to proveit. Help came from an odd quarter. The Angdl, newly
rooted in alarge pot of black earth, had so far sat motionless and spoken not aword. Now the upper
frondswaved and amournful synthesized voice said, " "Bubble, bubble, toil and trouble.™

That was enough to draw Elke Siry's attention. She turned away from Bony asthe Angd went on, "The
beings whom you term “bubble peopl€' are knowledgesble in certain forms of biotechnology. They are
ableto contral living undersea organisms so asto congtruct Ssmple domiciles, and they have afair
command of bioluminescent methods to achieve light during the hours of darkness.”

Dag Korin glared and asked Bony's question. "How the devil can you possbly know such things?*
"Wetaked to them when we left our ship, theMinister of Grace ."
"Y ou have no trandation unit.”

"True, but irrdlevant. We have no need of trand ation equipment. We learned and spoke their language.”
Dag Korin snorted in surprise or disbdief, but the Angel went on camly, "The bubble people lack
knowledge of mechanical engineering, of physics, of mathematics, and of the world above the water.
They say that the feature which you suspect to be aLink entry point was not dwaysthere. They lack
sufficient concept of measured time to say when it arrived. However, to them the “foam object at the
edge of the world which comes and goes is coupled with other bad changes. They are marine organisms
and they have never been able to go on the land, but they used to vist the shalow waters close to the
shore. Since the suspected Link point appeared, they cannot do so. If they go too close to the shore
now, they say they will die or disappear. All this, together with the information that has been exchanged
here, suggedts certain tentative conclusions.”

Only, by thelook of it, to Elke Siry. The Angd's speech had come as no great surprise to Bony.
Vow-of-Silence had mentioned that death came to Sea-wanderers who went close to the shore, and
everything e sefitted with what he dready knew. But conclusions? He couldn't deduce any. Nor, from
the look of their faces, could Chan and the rest of the humans.

Except, of course, for Elke. She nodded at Gressal and said, "Certain conclusions, which perhaps| can
make less tentative." She touched the pad on her wrist, and one of the ship's giant wall displays came
dive. "The air-breathing pinnaces seem to be damaged beyond repair'—Chrissie and Tarbush
exchanged anguished looks—"but the unmanned orbiters survived intact, and afew hours ago the ship
was ableto launch apair of them. They are busy mapping the land and sea surface of this planet, and
have provided occasiona views of the heavens. Here isthe night sky of Limbo, as seen from orhbit.”

The screen filled, not with stars and veils of dust but with hundreds and thousands of glowing spheres.
They could be seen in every direction from Limbo, too numerousto count, of all szesand pulsng with
their own soft light.

Elke Siry waited for the gasps and grunts of surprise to die down before she swiveled away from the
display to face the othersin the control room. "What we seethereisnot, | think we can al agree,
anywherein the Geyser Swirl. And that fact, together with everything e se we know, isenough. With
your permission, | will explain where we are, and what happened to bring us here. Though | suspect that
she'— Elke stabbed athin finger in the Angel's direction—"aready knows, because we seemto think in
rather the same way."

"We much prefer to be known asit . However." The Angel opened wideits lower fronds." Let me not
to the marriage of true minds admit impediments. Cal uswhat you will. And pray continue.”



22: NEGOTIATIONS

Friday was not scared. Certainly not. He was Friday Indigo, and bad things didn't happen to members
of theIndigo family.

Hetold himsdlf that the queasy fedling insde him was not fear, but he had to admit that hedid fed a
certainuneasiness . Until he caught sight of those desi ccated and dissected bubble-creatures, hed
imagined nothing worse for himsdlf than another shot from ablack parayzing cane.

"l am not from here." He didn't like the wobbly sound of his own voice, and he took a breath and started
over. "l am not fromhere —not anative of thisplanet. | came from a star named Sol, through adevice
that we call aLink . But something went wrong with the Link transfer, and instead of arriving in open
gpace my ship finished up in the seanot far from here"

"Aha" Thelittle eyestakstwitched. "Thenit is verified. Soon after arrival, | reassured the Level Threes
and the Leved Four untouchables that thisworld possessed no intelligence of use or danger to
Malacostracans. When they brought word of an aien ship, washed into the river by the storm, and told
of an dien air-breather on the shore, | was surprised. But | wasright.”

At lagt, the trandation unit seemed hafway to judtifying its price. It wastime to get down to business
before it went wonky on him again. Friday said, "Y ou're not from here, I'm not from here. This planet
probably isn't worth peanuts to either of us. But both our races must have technology that the other one
doesn't possess.” Friday thought, not without a quiver of unpleasant memory, of the paralyzing black
cane. "I'd like to propose aswap."

The double pairs of pincers waved, and the Ma acostracan inched forward on the flat table. The
trandaion unit sad, " Svap?"

So the machine wasn't perfect yet. " A swap meansatrading agreement. Y ou tell mewhat I've got that
you don't have, and | tell youwhat | don't have. If we agree that they seem equal, we make an

exchange™

Credit for making First Contact was wonderful, but aien technology had the potentia to jump Friday
financidly far ahead of the whole Indigo clan. That would show his bastard cousins, dways boasting
about their money!

The eyesta ks began to wiggle, but no sound came from the trandator. Friday wasready to try again
using other words when the machinefindly said, "Thereis misunderstanding. Y ou are a prisoner.
Everything that you know and everything that you possess belongsto us. That includesyour life.”

It was abad start, but Indigo family tradition taught that every threat could be regarded asastepin
negotiation.

Friday leaned forward. "It's not just amatter of what | know, and what | own. Members of my species
and others, together with their ships and their weapons, have dso cometo this planet. Even if you believe
that you can capture and subdue every one of them, it won't be easy. Now, I'm known and trusted by



them. You'd be alot better off with me as a go-between than as a prisoner.”

A smple enough statement, you'd think. But again there was that long pause. Eventudly: "An interesting
proposal. However, it isnot onethat | am able to accept or rgject. It is necessary that we consult one of
ahigher levd."

"How many levels are there?' Friday had amental image of aseries of Maacostracans, decreasing in
body size asthey increased in authority, until he found himsdlf addressing a Supreme Potentate the size of
aflea

"We havefivelevels" Thefour front pincersturned to point inward. "I an aLevel Two. What you
suggest isaLevel Onedecison.”

"How many Level Onesand Level Twos arethere?!

"There arefive Level Twos. | am Two-Four, in order of spawning. Thereisone Level One, and sheis
The One." Thelittle legs propelled Two-Four off the table and into water that rose to cover the
cargpace. Eyestalks poked up above the surface, and the trandator gurgled, "Come."

The Mdacostracan headed toward the far end of the building. It seemed to Friday, following, that there
was no exit that way. The dien pointed the black cane at the wall. It became transparent, and Two-Four
sdled through. Friday followed, eyeing the cane. His respect for it wasrising. It didn't just zap people, it
zapped whole buildings. And when you walked through the wall, you weren't where you would expect to
be, outside in the gusty night air of Limbo where the patrol guards werewaiting. Y ou were in another
interior chamber, too big to fit ingde any of the buildingsthat he had seen. This one was dso wdll-lit,
throwing gleaming iridescent reflections of green and purple and black off the carapace of thelittle
Malacostracan. Also, apleasant change, the floor wasn't doshing with water.

How could that be, when this was on the same level asthe other room? Friday looked back, and found
the wall opague again. He turned, to see Two-Four inching forward, its body touching the floor and its
multiple legs splayed wide. The trandator said urgently, " Abase, abase!

He couldn't imitate that walk, even if he wanted to. Friday stayed at hisfull height and stared. Thisroom
was stranger and yet more familiar than anything he had seen so far. The display screensand

hol o-volumes suggested a command center, but they sat far up toward the three-meter-high celling,
where he could view them only by craning his neck backward. On the other hand, the banks of dias and
switches that presumably controlled the displays formed part of the floor. He couldn't even read or reach
mogt of the dias and switches without stepping on some of them.

Other than himsalf and Two-Four he saw no sign of any living thing, Maacostracan or other, in the
room. But the floor controls were arranged in concentric circles, and at the center of them stood alarge
black rock. It was bulky, haf astall again as Friday, and the lower part was riddled with holesbig
enough to put your hand in.

Two-Four said to Friday, "Stay. And abase, abase.” It advanced cautioudy to the outer perimeter of the
control area. There it produced along series of squeaks and whistles, totally unlike the clicks and clatters
of its previous speech. Friday'strandator unit remained silent. He guessed that it was using adifferent
language from any that his unit had met before. Worse than that, his trandator didn't even seemto be
trying. It wasn't providing even the preliminary hoots and whistles that preceded intelligible words.

The black rock offered its own set of squeaks. The Level Two Ma acostracan squeaked and whistled



again, presumably in reply. Then it was another long sequence from the rock. Thetalk, assuming that's
what it was, went on and on. Friday's trandator remained slent, and finadly he stopped listening to nothing
and began to take acloser 1ook at the half-dozen ceiling displays.

He might be deep underground at the moment, but the screens provided a view from above the surface.
Two of them showed the cloudless night sky of Limbo, with its baffling collection of faint and diffuse
spheres. The hints of color were not as he remembered them, but that was probably a function of sensors
matched to suit alien eyes.

Other screens showed land views. He recognized one of them, or at least he could guess what it
showed. It was the view to the west, seen from the rocky ridge above the inlet where theMood Indigo
had been driven by the sorm. The image had been photo-intensified to make use of faint levels of light. It
showed shades of gray and negligible color, but he fancied he could discern the outline of aship's hull,
jutting above the waters of the inlet. The storm had passed, and the waves that met theMood Indigo
were dow and steady. He wondered how well his ship had survived. Would it till be ableto make a
Link trangtion, assuming he could somehow find aLink entry point?

Heturned his attention to the remaining three screens. Two of them provided nothing of specid interest.
They were land views, bare jagged rocks and ridges and graveled dopes. Thefinal screen, though, made
him forget the achein hisneck.

It was another land view, but in this one the hills and valeyswere not bare. They were clothed with
vegetation—odd-looking forms, al twists and spikes, but no stranger than many of the plants found on
Earth or other worlds of the Stellar Group.

Friday snorted doud. So much for that fat idiot Rombelle, and what he "knew" as scientific fact! No
plants on the land surface of Limbo, because on a planet orbiting a blue-giant tar they didn't have
enough time to emerge from the sea? Sure. Facts my ass. Those were plants on the display, and he,
Friday Indigo, waswilling to bet oniit.

"Alien air-bresther!" The sudden words from the trandation unit brought Friday's attention back to
ground level. The black rock sat immobile as ever. The words were being trandated from sounds emitted
by Two-Four. "Pay attention."

"I'm listening." At least it had stopped dl the "Abase, abase," nonsense. "I told you my name, you know.
It'snot dien air-breather, it's Friday Indigo.”

"Air-bregther.” The eyestalks waved, and the Maacostracan continued as though Friday had not
gpoken. "The One has been made aware of your proposa for cooperation. The One desires to know
more, and iswilling to discussit with you. However, there are three problems. First, Level One speechiis
too advanced for your primitive device." A black pincer reached forward and touched the trandation
unit. " Communication through this would be as unproductive as an attempt at reasoned speech with a
Leve Four. Something better is needed.

"Second, The One requires additional evidence that you and your kind have something to offer. We
have observed your feeble attempts to spy on our surface activities, and are in the process of neutraizing
those orbiters. We anticipate no difficulty in doing so. The One declares the orbiters to be undefended
and therefore primitive. If that represents your best level of technology, it isof little or no value. Do you
wish to comment?”

"No." Orbiters? That was newsto Friday. But it was good news. Somebody or something on one of the



ships had found away off the surface of Limbo and into space. All the richesin the universe were no
good if you had no way of taking them home. On the other hand, "undefended" in the eyes of the
Malacostracans apparently equated to "primitive.” That was a clue to their outlook on life, and not an
encouraging one.

Two-Four was continuing, "Third, The One bdlievesthat you and your kind arein apoor postion for
negotiation of any kind. We created and we control the sea-sky portal that you refer to astheLink .
Without the Link, you will remain here on thisworld until you and al your spawn are dead. Do you
understand?"

Friday nodded, then redlized that was no use to the trandation unit and said, "Yes, | understand.” He
wasn't much worried about his spawn at the moment. More on his mind was his own immediate future
and the split and dried bodies of the bubble people. "I think you're wrong about our technology, though.
It'sjust not represented in the equipment we brought with us. There's atremendous amount of
information in our ships databases, about dl sorts of things. Everything from astrophysicsto zoology. It's
not possible that you aready know al of it, and without our help you'd never be ableto figure out how to
get into the data bases.”

That led to another two-way stream of high-pitched whistles and grunts between The Oneand its Level
Two subordinate. It went on for awhile. Something in Friday's last speech seemed to be producing
excitement, and he wondered what it might be.

"It ispossible that you are correct,” Two-Four said at last. " Although we could assuredly learn
everything that you and your kind know, timeisimportant to us. The Oneiswilling to consider
acceptance of your assistance. Y ou will become the intermediary between us and your kind. In return,
you will not be harmed. However, thereis one additiona condition. The Oneis not satisfied with this
dow and possibly inaccurate method of communication, first through me and then through your machine.
Y ou must agree to receive Level One compressed speech directly, and be able to speak for the
Malacostracans to your own kind. How do you answer?'

Friday thought about it. The deal sounded pretty clean and smple, but he had to be sure that hislousy
trandator wasn't crapping out on some vita point.

"Let me make sure | understand you. I'm going to play back what | heard you say, and you can tdl meif
| haveit right. | learn to understand The One's speech, right?”

"That is correct.”
"How long does that take?"

"Very littletime, with our technology. A smdl fraction of aday. At the sametime, The Onewill learn
your speech.”

"All right. After that, | become the interface between your people and my own and any other visitors
from outsde thisworld?'

"Agan, that iscorrect.”
"Theonly interface?"

"Certainly. Only oneisneeded.”



"Ah, but what aboutyour technology?' Friday thought he saw the catch. "Will you bewilling to tell me
about that?'

There was a pause, followed by another two-way transfer between the Ma acostracans. Friday again
wondered what he had said. It had sounded pretty straightforward to him. But Two-Four wasfindly
replying, and the tones that came from the trand ator sounded puzzled: " Of course, al knowledge of our
technology will be available to you. That, together with al other facts regarding our origins and our
plans”

"And | will not be harmed.”

"Why would we harm someone who is serving as our intermediary? We repest, you will not be harmed.
Y ou will be our vauable interface.”

"Then—I accept.” Friday wondered what would have happened had he declined, and decided he
preferred not to speculate.

Therewas abrief squeak from The One, and the trandator said, "Excedllent. We will begin at once.”
"Wait aminute!”
A pause, and apolite, "Y es? Do you have more questions?"

Did he? Friday couldn't think of any, but things seemed to be going awful fast and easy. Hereviewed
everything he had been told, and findly shrugged. "I guess| don't.”

"Very good. Then wewill proceed.” Two-Four scuttled suddenly and sharply backward. At the same
moment, Six black hoses, each as thick as ahuman thumb, emerged from the holes asthe base of The
Oneand snaked in Friday's direction. At their ends they divided into fine bundles of thin filaments.

Hetried to jump backwards, the same as Two-Four had done, but he was too dow. Two of the flexible
arms curled around histhighs, two around hiswaist, and they pulled him closer to the black rock. The
other two moved to attach to the sides of his head, just above hisears.

Friday cried out, "Hey, you told me | wouldn't be harmed." Before he could complete the sentence,
something much worse was happening. He felt the divided ends of the cables diding down hisskull. They
were entering his ears. They wereinside him. He opened his mouth to scream in pain and terror, but he
wastoo late. And suddenly it wasn't necessary. Instead of pain he felt the most intense ecstasy of hislife.
Nothing else—food, drugs, sex—nothing came even close. It was as much as he could stand.

Then it became more intense. Stronger, better.More than he could stand. Friday, safein the protective
embrace of The One, swooned into an ecstasy of unutterable pleasure.

23. EXPLANATIONS AND



PROBLEMS

Bony had met Elke Siry less than an hour ago, but aready he had formed hisimpressions. The scientist
was naturally shy to the point of appearing antisocia—he could relate to that—yet she could not bear to
st by and hear wrong deductions being made from hard data. As aresult, she had become the leader of
the mesting.

Genera Dag Korin, who was aready aknown nameto Bony, didn't seem to mind. He acted dmost as
the blond scientist's protector, encouraging her to speak and give her opinions. Asaresult thewhole
group had clustered around her and paid close attention to her words. The Angdl sat with its roots deep
inagresat pot of dark soil dragged in by Chan Dalton and Deb Bisson from the garden of theHero's
Return . The Pipe-Rillahovered high aboveit, with Tinkers clustered around her lower part. The
humans, except for Chan Dalton somewhat uneasy with the recently arrived diens, sat well away from
them.

"Most of us seem to have ideas asto what's happened to us," Elke was saying.
Wrong, thought Bony,most of us have no idea at all .

But he did not speak, and Elke Siry went on, "Before we start to speculate, let's look at what we know
for sure. Four different ships set out for the Geyser Swirl. Each one expected to emergein open
space—more than that, we saw no way that they could emerge to anything other than open space,
because of the safeguards built into aLink trangition.

"Each of usarrived in water, on aplanetary surface. It should have been impaossible but it happened, not
once but four times. Beyond the planet, according to the observations of the two unmanned orbiters that
we sent out, isaregion of space that looks nothing like the Geyser Swirl. Instead of dust clouds and
normd stars, we see strange dimly glowing circles. Weassume that they are spheres of some kind, but
note that thisis an assumption. So far asrea knowledge is concerned, they could be circles painted on

the sky."
Dag Korin said, "But—" then paused and shook his head.

"No, Generd, | don't think they are, either.” On anyone elsg's face the dight relaxation of Elke'stight
mouth would have been asmile. "I merdly point out the difference between knowledge and assumption.
What else do weknow ?Well, we know that the gravity field of this planet is abnormally smdl for itssize.
So smadll, the interior must be made of something less dense than ordinary water. But if that were the
case, the heavy-water ocean should have sunk toward the planetary center. So let's call that a paradox,
with no explanation.

"Also, we know from observations made by orbiters and by some of our party, that the primary star
around which this planet revolvesis ablue giant. We aso know, again from the experience of some here,
that thereislifein this ocean. The bubble people are not only aive, they appear to beintelligent.

"These two facts together, the short life span of ablue giant star and the long time needed for living things
to develop on aplanet around it, give some of us problems. But those problems arise from our trust in

our own scientific ideas. According to standard astrophysical theories, blue giant stars must run through
ther sdlar lives very fadt, in millions of yearsrather than billions. So Limbo can't be more than afew tens
of millions of yearsold, a most. But according to our biologica theories, the development of life requires



amuch longer time scale. It needs at least hundreds of millions of yearsto evolve fromits primordia
forms, and maybe billions of yearsto produce multicelled complex beings with intelligence. So we have
two of our basic stientific theories, and they seem to be incompatible with each other.”

More than anyone elsein the fire control room, Tully OToole seemed at ease with Elke Siry. He was
sitting closest to her, and he rubbed at his stubbled chin and said, "I burned my brains with Paradox, and
maybe that's my problem. But | don't get it. Two theories sound like one too many. Why should we
bdievein any?'

That produced an actua smile on Elkesthin face. "I'm not saying we pick atheory at dl at thispoint. I'm
just listing the things we know, and the things we don't know but tend to assume. Let me keep going, and
seewhereit leads. We know, from direct chemical tests, that the liquid of the ocean into whichwefdl is
water. But it's not the form of water we're most familiar with, H20, which formsthe bulk of the oceans
of Earth and the water-ice of much of the rest of the solar system. This ocean is D20, deuterium oxide or
heavy water. Heavy water occurs naturaly in the solar system, but it's only one six-thousandth as
common as ordinary water. Does anyone have a problem with that?"

Shelooked at the circle of faces. Dag Korin shrugged, and the others, taking their lead from Chan
Dalton, shook their heads.

Elke sad firmly, "Wadll, | do. And so should you. Deuterium is a stable dternate form of hydrogen, with a
neutron in the nucleus aswell as aproton. They don't turn into each other. And the relative proportions of
the amounts of each were defined in thefirgt few minutes of the universe, soon after the Big Bang started
the whole thing going. Now, | know what you're going to say"—no one other than Elke showed signs of
saying anything—"the Big Bang is atheory, too, and because it's a theory we don‘tknow that the
proportions of hydrogen to deuterium have to be fixed at six thousand to one. | can't disagree with that,
but I'll say only this: if we're going to throw the idea of the Big Bang overboard, we won't have much left
of current astrophysics and cosmology. I'm going to make the case for keeping the Big Bang, but before
| do that | want to point out one other thing that weknow .

"This one concernstimes. The Angdl pointed this out to me, so | can't take credit for it. Let'sexamine
the dates when each of our four ships made the Link trangition that was supposed to carry it to the
Geyser Swirl. | don't need to go into detall. It's enough to say that it took time to decide to send another
expedition when a previous one failed to come back. Months went by between the Link entry times of
the Pipe-Rillaand Tinker expedition, the Angel expedition, and the first and second human expedition.
These are known facts.”

Bony caught Liddy's eye. No one was tactless enough to say that the efforts of theMood Indigo had
been undertaken without the gpprova or permission of the diens of the Stellar Group, and dso
gpectacularly unsuccessful. Friday'sfailure to return strongly suggested that he and his ship had been
destroyed in the storm.

"Now consider ourarrival times, hereon Limbo," Elke said. "Again, we're dedling with facts, and not
theories. Our ships arrived in the correct sequence, corresponding to the order in which they made the
Link trangtions; but they arrivedno more than a day or two after each other . Link trangtionsare
supposed to be instantaneous. Again, that's atheory, but it's atheory supported by many thousands of
cases, with no counterexamples to suggest anything different.”

Elke paused. "I think I've covered everything that's relevant. Oh, no, one other thing, and againit'sa
fact. The Link inthe Geyser Swirl isn't one that we knew was there before. In fact, until recently every
member of the Stellar Group would have sworn that there was no Link trangition point anywherein the



Swirl. We didn't makeit, and we know of no one €lse who might have done so. Add that fact into
everything dse, and what have you got?'

She glanced from one member of the group to the next. Everyone remained silent, athough the Angel
was waving its upper fronds.

"l don't think we have anything,” Tully said at last. "Unless you count a bunch of contradictions and
impossbilities as something.”

"I think we do." Elke turned to the Angd. "Would you like to explain, or shdl 17"

The fronds dipped in her direction, and the synthesized voice from deep within the Angd said, " Too
many cooks spoil the broth. Please, continue.”

"All right. I'm going to throw an assumption at you. Better take a deep breath, becauseit'sabig one. On
the other hand, it seemsto explain everything se. Hereit is the Link entry point in the Geyser Swirl is
different from any that we know, and it doesn't perform the usua type of trangition. A ship that transfers
to it does not emerge in the Swirl. Instead, the ship undergoes a second trangition to somewhere el se.

" And"—she continued before anyone could object or comment—"thatsomewher e else is not anywhere
inour own universe. It isin adifferent cosmos, cdl it apardle universeif you like. That'swhy the
safeguards againgt emerging where thereis matter didn't work. And that's where we are now.”

Someone, it sounded to Bony like Danny Casement, muttered, "Along way from home," and Chrissie
Winger said softly, "I don'tlike this. Come on, somebody, give me anicer explanation.”

"If you can think of a better explanation,” Elke said, "I'd be more than happy to hear it. But see what my
one assumption explains. Firgt, adifferent universeislikey to have different basic physical congtants. Not
too different from what we know; in fact thingsin both universes have to be very close or we wouldn't be
ableto survive here at dl. The very fact that were sitting talking means that any changes have to be small.
But smadl changes are enough. Minor differencesin the physica congtants during the first minutes of the
universe give big differencesin the relaive amounts of hydrogen and deuterium. | speculate that dmost all
water in thisentire universe will be heavy water, in order to have a planet with heavy-water oceans. The
same differences, later on, affect therate of stellar evolution. A blue giant star doesn't burn up so fast,
and planets around it have time enough to develop life, and even intelligent life. The strange globesin the
night ky are dternate forms of gtars, things which can form here but which can't form in our own
universe. That would suggest adifferencein the basic gravitationa congtant, which would aso help
explain Limbo'slow gravity but large sze.

"Now, we might be able to talk away everything I've said, but there's one fact above al else that
convinces methat werein adifferent universe. That's thetimes . The intervals between the times when
our ships entered the Link trangtion pointsin our universe, and the interva between our emergence into
the ocean here, don't match. We'rein auniverse where not only the physical laws are different. Thetime
rates in the two universes are not the same. A couple of months pass back home, while only aday
passeshere Elke turned to the Angdl. "Y ou did the calculations. What did the relative rate come out to
be?'

The Angdl had sunk lower and seemed to be luxuriating in the presence of therich soil at itsbase. It
roused itself and mumbled,” Gather ye rosebuds while ye may, old timeis till a-flying. To be more
specific, and to three-figure accuracy, timeis passing on thisworld 61.2 times asfast as standard time on
Earth, Sdllora, or other worlds of the Stellar Group.”



Elke had seen the scowl on Dag Korin'sface, and added, "In practicd terms, Generd, the Angdl is
saying that two monthswill pass on Earth for every standard day that we remain here on Limbo. Our
friends back home will already be worried about us. They'll be wondering why we haven't returned from
the Geyser Swirl."

"Well, dammit, I'm ahead of them." The Genera was till scowling. "I want to know more than thet.
Maybe I'm smpleminded, Dr. Siry, and certainly I'm old, but | don't give atinker's cuss about deuterium
and timerates and dl that science crap. Theway | seeit, we were sent here with ajob to do. We had to
find out what happened to the other expeditionsthat came before us. Well, we've done that, and more.
Except for Friday Indigo, who it sounds like went off and killed himsdlf in the storm, we have everybody
from al the expeditions accounted for and here on this ship. So my question isthis. How and when can
we go home?'

"I'd like to know that, too, but you're asking the wrong person.” Elke turned to Chan Dalton. "What's
the condition of the ship?'

"I'm not sure, but | suspect that it tinks." Chan didn't redlly want the attention on him. He had listened to
Elke Siry with mixed fedings. On the one hand, what she said cleared up an awful ot of mysteries. On
the other hand, the news that you'd been thrown into some different universe had al sorts of other
implications. What €lse might be different here? Would aship'sdrive work, even if you could get it out of
the water?

But first thingsfirst. He went on, "When we arrived we had to shed our externa shielding to dow our
descent. That worked and we were able to make a soft landing on the seabed, though apparently it
smashed the pinnaces beyond repair. The whole ship isn't in good shape, and | doubt it can ever make a
Link transtion. Many of our displays report abnorma status.” He nodded toward Bony. "The Bun'sthe
oneto tell uswhat condition werein, and make the fix-upsif they can be made. Unless one of the other
ships might be a better choice?'

"Forget it." Bony didn't know the condition of theHero's Return , but Chan's question was till one that
he could answer. "TheFinder , the ship that V ow-of-Silence and Eager Seeker used to come here, was
onitslast legswhen weleft it. By now it'sadead hulk. The Ange's ship, theMinister of Grace , was
swept into deep water by the storm, and we haven't been able to contact it. And athough we don't know
where Friday Indigo took theMood Indigo , he hasn't responded to any of our ships signals. Hisown
ship iswell made but it doesn't have the structural strength of this one. If he went too deep, the hull would
implode. Up near the surface, the storm might have smashed it to pieces.”

Chan nodded. " So it's this ship, or nothing. How long will it be, Bun, before you can tell uswherewe
gand?'

"Giveme hdf aday and I'll giveyou afirst guess." Bony hestated. "L ook, isit redly thisship or
nothing?'

"What other options do we have?'

"I'm not sure. But somebody made the Link entry point, here on Limbo. It'saLink like none weve ever
seen before, located at a sea-air interface instead of out in space. We know it wasn't the bubble people
who built it, they lack the technology. We know it wasn't any member of the Stellar Group, because the
whole design isdifferent. But thereis someone else on this planet, and they areland dwellers. Also, they
have technology. When we were ashore, Liddy and | saw one of their flying machines.”



"Did you meet them?' Dag Korin asked.

"No. Theaircraft flew over us, and gave no sign that it knew we were there. But if we can contact
whoever madeit, and if we can communicate with them, and if they are friendly and they will cooperate
by lending us one of their machines and let us useit to travel through the Link entry point, then wewon't
haveto rdy onthisship at dl."

Dag Korin raised shaggy white eyebrows. "'Y oung man, do you redlize how many conditions you just
hung together in one sentence? But you're quite right. We need more than one string to our bow, and if
the only answer isto find and strong-arm another bunch of aiensto get ourselves home, that's what well
do. Y ou concentrate on the condition of theHero's Return , and the rest of uswill think about waysto go
ashore and meet the other diens. One question, though. Do you have any ideawhereabouts on land the
other diensmight be?'

"No. But if they're users of the Link, you'd expect them to have abase of operations not too far away
from it. That meanswithin maybe a hundred kilometers of where we are now." Bony turned to Elke Siry.
"Y ou said something about orbiters that ook down at the planet, aswell aslooking up at the sky."

"Quiteright. Two of them, launched as soon as storm conditions permitted. They've been returning
images ever Snce, surveying the surface of the planet.”

"How good are their insruments? Would they see enough detail to pick out atown or a spaceport?’
"Eadly. At their survey atitude they can observe something as smal as twenty meters across.”

Dag Korin interrupted. "But they haven't done it, have they? Doesn't that suggest there's no spaceport or
settlement to be found on the surface?"

Elke Siry gave him awithering look. "Please, Generd. Y ou should know better.” While the others
waited for Dag Korin to explode, she cdmly continued, " The orbiters are making survey observations
and returning billions of bits of data a second to be stored in this ship's data banks. Butdata are not the
same asinformation . Before you can get the answers you want, you have to ask the right question.”

Dag Korin nodded meekly—confirming everyone's view that the old General had a soft spot for Elke
Siry. "And what, my dear, would the right question be?’

"We have to specify adescription of what we mean by a settlement or a spaceport, and how it would
look to the instruments on board the orbiters. And then we have to instruct the ship's computer to go
through al the data received from the orbiters, searching for matchesto our description.”

"] wouldn't know whereto start."

"But | would." Elke leaned over the control pane in front of her. "To begin with, may | bring the ship's
computer in as a participant to the meeting? | need to specify arecognition template for settlements and
spaceports, but | notice that the computer has not been present so far.”

"That'smy doing. | locked it out of control room activities, with ingructionsto interrupt only if therewas
immediate danger to the ship. Wait just aminute, though." Dag Korin held up ahand and addressed the
whole group. "l hate today's womb-to-tomb style, in which every word you ever say can be dragged
back and thrown in your face. Does anyone want to say something off the record? Remember, once the



computer isin the loop, everything you say will go into the data banks.”

"l wish to speak.” Vow-of-Silence held up athin fordimb. The Pipe-Rillahad so far been remarkably
quiet. She stretched her long body forward, toward Dag Korin. “Sir, | am concerned about two things.
Fird, theterm "Genera.' It was used severa timesby Dr. Siry in addressing you. Isthat merely an
honorific, or are you a“generd' in the military sense?"

Korin bristled. "Isthere any other sense? What do you think | am, agenerd store? I'm amilitary generd,
and I'm proud of it."

"Indeed. Then my second question has added weight. In discussing what should be done to make it
possible for usto return home, you used the phrase, “strong-arm another bunch of diens." Were you
advocating the use of violence?'

"Hmm. Wdll, not exactly. | just meant—"

"Becauseif you had any such intention, | wish to makeit clear that neither I, nor any other member of
the Stellar Group, will sanction such action. There must be no violence. There are dways better
dternativesto violence.”

"I'm surethere are.” But Dag Korin'sfrown and jutted jaw added asilent,Like hell .

"With that understanding, | have no further comments and | suggest that the ship's computer should join
thismesting.”

"Everyone dse agree?’
"Ready to roll." The Angd waved sedately.
"All right. Elke?"'

She nodded and touched a pad sequence on the console in front of her. "Gamma-D, prepareto receive
recognition templates prior to a search of the data banks received as orbiter survey data. I'm going to
draw them."

UNDERSTOOD, WE ARE READY.

"Just one second.” Thistimeit was Chan Ddton. "I'm as keen to get home as anyone, and | don't want
to hold this up. But before you start describing what the computer should look for, can't we have aquick
Satus report? Eveniif it'snot an emergency, 1'd like to know if theré's been any significant changein the
ship's condition.”

"That makes good sense” Dag Korin ignored Elke'simpatient gesture. "Find out where you are before
you decide where you're going, always asound policy. All right, Gamma-D. Let's hear how things stand.”
MANY ONBOARD FUNCTIONS ARE SUFFERING A SLOW ALTHOUGH ASYET
NON-DANGEROUS DEGRADATION. IT WOULD BE ADVISABLE TOMOVE TO A MORE
TYPICAL AMBIENT ENVIRONMENT.

"In other words," Liddy whispered to Bony, "don't stay underwater longer that you have to. For thiswe
need acomputer?'



"Shht"

THE DEFENSIVE SHIELDSARE LOST, AND THEY REMAIN IRREPLACEABLE WITHOUT
A VISIT TOA MAJOR FLEET REFURBISHING CENTER. THERE ISMINOR HULL DAMAGE
THAT DECREASES THE LEVEL OF TOLERABLE STRESSES UNDER ACCELERATED
FLIGHT. A LIMIT OF TWO GEES SHOULD BE OBSERVED IN OPEN SPACE IN THE
VICINITY OF A LINK TRANSITION POINT.

"Two geesin open space, near aLink point,” Dag Korin growled. "Don't you wish!™

THERE ISNO OTHER DAMAGE TO THE SHIPITSELF. HOWEVER, SOME COLLATERAL
EQUIPMENT HAS SUFFERED FAILURE.

"What do you mean, collateral equipment?* Chan Dalton had been studying anew schematic of the
Hero's Return that highlighted any problem area. "Everything herelooksfineto me."

THE SCHEMATIC THAT YOU HAVE ISOF THE SHIP ITSELF, WHERE THERE ARE NO
MAJOR FAILURES. WE REFER TO COLLATERAL EQUIPMENT IN THE FORM OF THE
TWO OBSERVATION SATELLITESTHAT WE LAUNCHED.

"Oh, no," Elke groaned. "We didn't get datafrom them? Gamma:D, | wasrelying onthemto allow a
ground search.”

THAT WILL STILL BE POSSIBLE. MANY DATA WERE RETURNED, ENOUGH TO
PROVIDE A COMPLETE SCAN OF THE WHOLE PLANET. HOWEVER, APPROXIMATELY
TWO HOURSAGO THE SATELLITESFAILED.

"Both of them?' Elke'sthin eyebrowsrose. "Areyou sure that it's not a problem with our onboard
receiving equipment?’

THAT WAS OF COURSE CHECKED, AND IT ISIN PERFECT WORKING ORDER. ALSO,
THE TWO OBSERVING SATELLITESDID NOT FAIL SIMULTANEOUSLY . THE FIRST
FAILED TWO AND A QUARTER HOURS AGO, THE SECOND TWENTY MINUTESLATER.

"Radiation belts?' Elke said, moreto herself than the computer. " Solar flare?!

WE RULE OUT BOTH THOSE POSSIBILITIES. COMPUTING THE TRAJECTORIES OF THE
SATELLITESWITH RESPECT TO THE ROTATING PLANET, WE DISCOVERED THAT BOTH
FAILED WHEN THEY WERE OVER THE SAME POINT OF THE PLANETARY SURFACE.
THE PROBABILITY OF SUCH A FAILURE OCCURRING ASA RESULT OF NATURAL
CAUSESISNEGLIGIBLY SMALL. WE CONCLUDE THAT THE TWO OBSERVING
SATELLITESFAILED ASA RESULT OF DELIBERATE DESTRUCTIVE ACTION
UNDERTAKEN FROM THE SURFACE OF THE PLANET.

""Shot down, by God! Blown apart by bloody diens.” Dag Korin glared at VVow-of-Silence, asthough
daring the Pipe-Rillato chalenge his statement, but when he spoke again it was accusingly to the
computer. "Gamma:-D, why the devil didn't you tell us about this as soon asit happened?’

WE WERE INSTRUCTED TO INTERRUPT YOUR MEETING ONLY |IF THERE WAS
IMMEDIATE DANGER TO THE SHIP. WE JUDGED THAT WASNOT THE CASE.



"Not immediate, maybe. But soon. Well, it was my fault more than yours." Korin douched downin his
seet. "Gamma:D, do you know the point on the surface where the whatever-it-is that destroyed our
observing satellites came from?"

YES. TO REFINE THAT ANSWER, WE HAVE COMPUTED A LOCATION OF MAXIMUM
PROBABILITY FOR THE ORIGIN OF THE DESTRUCTIVE ACTION. IT LIESFORTY-SIX
KILOMETERS FROM THE SHIPSPRESENT LOCATION. SHOULD WE DISPLAY IT?

"Damn right you should." Korin watched as an image of Limbo's whole hemisphere appeared on the
screen, then zoomed in until one point of the surface showed highlighted by aflashing spark of light.
"Well, | think we've answered one question and saved Elke some work. Thejob of finding an dien
spaceport, settlement, military base or whatever has been done for us. We know where they are. And
we know what they do. They shoot first, and later they ask questions. The question is, what dowe do
now?'

24: LIMBO PLANS

"What do we do now?"

Dag Korin had asked the question, but he acted as though he expected no answers. A couple of
seconds later he stood up and said, "Well, welll dl think better when we've had somerest. It'sbeena
long day, and | don't know about you but I'm bushed.”

Asheléft the fire control chamber he unobtrusively gestured to Chan Dalton to follow. They walked
through the dark interior of theHero's Return , listening to the wheeze of ar pumps and the groans and
cresks of the stressed hull.

"The computer sayswereinfar shape," Korin said gruffly, "but it doesn't sound that way to me. | want
amore detailed analysis of the ship's condition. Hear that, Gamma-D?"

WE WILL PROVIDE A COMPLETE REPORT TO YOU.

"Soon asyou can. You see, Dalton, theHero's Return isa space cruiser, she was never built to St at the
bottom of some stinking ocean. My guessisthat in afew dayswell haveto get this hulk off the seabed
and out into vacuum, or well be forced to abandon ship. And that raises some pretty interesting
questionsthat | don't want to talk about yet."

Thetwo men walked on in silence, past empty wegpons chambers and massive drive engines, past the
room housing the ship's master computer, past deserted crew quarters. It was like aghost ship. Neither
spoke until they reached a door of bilious green and passed through into Dag Korin's private quarters.

"Now we can redly talk fredy." Korin glanced a Chan. "Know why werein here?"

"Computer?'

"Good man. | checked when | first came aboard. It's the main reason | chose thisfor my quarters—the



only place on the ship that to my certain knowledge has no computer sensor feeds. Safer than asking the
computer not to listen, which I've never had any faith in. This place goes back to the time when theHero's
Return was on active duty. Y ou'd find one room like this on most military vessels, because in any army
and any navy, theré'safew things better |eft off the record. Sit down. And instead of metelling you, you
tell me. Where do we stand?"

The generd loosened his collar, which Chan took to mean that the conversation would beinformal.
"Werein deep shit," he said. "Bad trouble. Right?!

Dag Korin nodded. "I think so. Trouble how?"

"Wdll, we seemto bein some "parald universe, whatever that means, with different physics. It'sabig
shock, but that sort of thing doesn't interest me nearly as much asit interests Elke Siry. | have more
practica worries. Even if the ship werein good shape, we can't live on the bottom of the seaforever."

"If we could, we sure as hdl wouldn't want to."

"So we have to get to the surface. But if we do, | can't see theHero's Return being in any condition to
gtand aLink transfer back home."

"That'swhat my gut feeling tells me. Werre matching tracks so far. Go on.”

"So we haveto find some other ship. But al the vessdsthat our different groups camein are either lost
or worse off than thisone.”

"Doyou bdievetha?'

"I wouldn't believe a computer. But I've known Bony Rombelle for along time, and he'sthe best gadget
man | ever met. If hetells usthe other shipsarelogt, or pieces of junk that can't be fixed up, | believe
him."

"Then I'll do the same—though when | was young | wouldn't have let aman who dressed as doppy as
that out of the ship'sgdley. What e s=?!

"The Link point. Generad, we didn't build it, and it's nothing like the ones we know. Throw in the
different physical laws, and not even Bony can be expected to figure the transition protocol out from
scratch.”

"Understood. So?"'
"So if we're going home, we haveto locate and learn to talk to whoever built the Link."

"Exactly my conclusion.”" Korin glanced at Chan from under lowered brows. "And what we know about
them aready—unless there's two different technologica dien groups on Limbo, whichis pretty
unlikely—isn't promising. In the only contact so far, they put two of our orbiters out of action for no
reason except that we were making observations. So they have weapons. We don't. And they're either

very nasty or very paranoid.”

"Or both. But it's not completely true that we have no weapons. Deb Bisson dways has ahundred
persond killing tricks somewhere on her or in her."



"All very wdll if she can get near enough. Not good if the enemy hasred firepower and can blow you
away a athousand kilometers. But we're getting close to what's redlly on my mind. We have to find out
more about the land-based diens, and we can't do it Sitting here. Thisiswhere you earn your pay,
Ddton. | want you to organize a shore party ASAP, and give us aland base oursalves." Korin stared at
Chan'samile. "Suits your taste, doesn't it?”

"It suredoes. | don't liketo st around in ameta can at the bottom of the sea. | didn't come herefor that.
I'm used todoing things"

"Good. So am I. So now let's get down to the reason | wanted to come in here before we started to
talk. Y ou know the biggest obstacle in our way? No, it's not the hostile diens—though they'll be bad
enough. It'sthefriendly dienswho worry me. The Tinkers and the Pipe-Rillaand that damned oversized
vegetable Angel, they're the oneswho may make our job impossible. They say, no violence. But they
don't tell us how to managewithout violence. What do you do when somebodly triesto shoot your ass
off? In my book, you shoot right back, and if they have an ass at al you blow it away. And were not
alowed to. So heré'swhat we haveto do." In spite of hisinsistence that they could not be overheard,
Korin leaned forward and dropped his voice to awhisper. "The diens are worried about me aready,
because I'm aGenerd. I'm going to talk and act so they'll worry about me awhole lot more. Y ou and
your team do the exact opposite. All sweetness and light and talk of peaceful tactics. That way, the
Stellar Group aiens are going to keep aclose eye on me, herein the ship, and you'll be freeto go and do
whatever you have to ashore. Do you agree? Remember, once were outside this room we won't be able
to talk without being recorded.”

"| agreewith most of it. But | have acouple of worries. First, what happensif the diensingst on coming
ashore?'

"Arethey likey to?'

"They areif they think were going to meet other diens. The Angd is supposed to be an unbdievable
talent when it comesto languages. We have one of those talents ourselves, Tully OToole, unlesshisbrain
has been fried by Paradox. If it has, therés ftill Tarbush Hanson. He can talk to animals, and our diens
may be closeto that. But the Angel may say it wantsto go with us, anyway. | don't see how we can stop
it"

"I have anideaon that. | think the Angel isthe only possible one to work with Elke on ahigh-priority
project | havefor her. If some other dien wantsto go ashore, don't try to stop it. Y our people go, and
when they're ashore they split into two groups. What other problems?”

"It'snot so much aproblem asadelay. I'm sure we can get ashore safely, because the Bun and Liddy
Morse dready did it. But well need maps, at least loca ones, of the coastline and land aress. Y ou said
we should leave as soon as possible, but I'd like to wait until the computer produces the mapsthat Elke
Siry asked for."

"Of course you'll need maps. An army should never trave blind.”

"Not much of an army. Six of us—seven, if Liddy Morse comesaong.”

"No. Not seven, and not six. I'm sorry, Dalton, | don't mind Morse going, if you want her; but Rombelle
days here."



"l need him ashore.”
"Y ou're not going ashore, either—at least, you're not going with thefirst party.”

Chan stood up. "Don't give methat bullshit. | have to lead the shore party. Don't forget that I'm in charge

"No. Y ou would have been in chargeif we had reached the Geyser Swirl, but we never did. Look,
Dalton, I'm not making apower play. I'm minimizing risks. No onein hisright mind sends half the tota
strength of an expedition on afirst scouting party, and I'm agreeing on close to that. Four people go.
Maybe an dien, too—we can't control them. Pick who you like of your team, provided that it's not you
and not Rombelle. Y ou both stay here. I'm taking your word for it that Rombelle is something specia
when it comesto equipment fix-up.”

"Heis. That'swhy the shore party needshim."

"It's dso0 the reason he can't go. Suppose there's mechanica trouble with this ship? It looks and sounds
worse every hour. How would you like the shore party to be stranded, with noHero's Return to come
back to or to rely on for supplies?* Korin waited for Chan's dow nod. "Then that's the way it hasto be.
Y oull think werre sending an army anyway, when you hear metalking to our crazy aien companions. I'm
going to sound like rage and destruction for them. They'll shit bricks—I mean, if any of them shits

anythingat l.”

* % *

After Dag Korin and Chan Ddton had left for the generd's private quarters, the remaining party broke
into two groups.

Most of the members of the old team, plus Liddy, drifted off toward the rear of the ship in the direction
that Dag Korin and Chan Daton had taken. The Stellar Group diens followed the dow-moving Angel
toward the ship's sunroom and garden. Remaining in the fire control room were only Tully OToole and
Elke Siry.

"D'youmindif | stay? Or am | inyour way?" Tully was hanging around, watching Elke and looking
shaky and dgjected.

"You're not in my way unless you interfere with my work." Elke was studying images taken by the two
orbiters, selecting afew for digplay with increased detail. ™Y ou people redlly love Chan Dalton, don't
you?"

"l can't peak for the rest, but he saved me from worse than death." When Elke gave him a skeptical
glance from the corner of one eye, he went on. "I'm talking about Paradox addiction. Do you know what
thet is?'

Shelogt interest in the displays and turned to face him.

"Not exactly. But | know something that can match it." She pulled her high-necked white blouse dl the
way down to her right collarbone, to reved ugly scar tissuein the shape of afiery sar.

"Sither!" In his astonishment Tully reached out to touch the blemish on her white skin, but she stiffened
and jerked away. He sat back and shook histouded head. "I can't believethis. Y ou and Slither. It'sso
disgusting, and you're So—so—"



"Pure and spotless and absolutely perfect?' Elke gave him agrim smile, revealing the prominent canines.
"| suppose you've been reading about me in the ship'sfiles. Y ou shouldn't believe most of that. | wroteit
myself. | decided what to put in—and whét to leave out.”

"ButSither . How did you get hooked?"

"l was seventeen. That'swhen | knew | was more intelligent than anyonein the universe. | confused that
with understanding about life. I'd heard of the Slithers—we al had—but | knew they could never snare
me. | wastoo smart for that. But | let one Sit on my shoulder, and it felt wonderful . . ."

"And it had you. Where did it lodge?!
"Right above my liver. | guess| waslucky, in three cases out of ten it headsfor the brain.”
"What saved you?'

"Y ou meanwho . Genera Korin served with my grandfather, out on the Perimeter. When my grandpa
was dying, the General promised that when he came back to Sol he would look me up. | should have
been easy to find, because | was a star researcher at the Trieste Ingtitute for Advanced Study. And | was
there—amost. Generd Korin tracked me down akilometer or two away, in a Sither mating cellar. He
confirmed who | was—I could il tell him my name—and he went away. He didn't try to talk to me,
didn't ask what had happened. He came back the next day with three of his officers, bundled meupina
sheset, and shanghaied me away into space.”

Elke studied Tully's gaunt features, then turned back to her work at the displays. "I didn't think so at the
time, but | guess| had things easy. | had the operation for Sither remova and the chemotherapy to end
Slither sexua addiction. But | was on Helene, with round-the-clock nursing, not in another universe
wondering if | was ever going home. But you'reimproving, Tully. | seeit every day. Theworst isover."

"I'd liketo think you'reright, but | still dream each night. In my dream I'm sitting there with the little
purple spherein my fist, and I'm al set to touch it to my wrist. Deep insde | know that | mustn't, that if |
doit will start all over again. But | can't stop my hand. It brings the Paradox globe closer and closer to
my skin."

"Ah, | haveadream likethat." Elke'sface took on an odd wistfulness. "I'm sitting alone, and the Slither
isdill insdeme. It begins caling, "Go and bring me amate. Bring us both ecstasy.' It isn't lying. When
you and somebody else with a Slither have sex it'stoo good to be true. So | gtart to stand up, and I'm on
the way to the rendezvous point, and | have the promise of ecstasy squared. But | know it will soon lead
to death.”

"That'sit! That'sit exactly. Y ou mustn't touch, but you want it so much. You'vefdt it, too." Again Tully
reached out toward Elke, again he pulled back when he saw her flinch.

He cursed hisown lack of sengitivity. No wonder, after being a Slither dave—say something, anything
."So it was Dag Korin saved you. I'd never have guessed that.”

"Why esewould | be here, on aship lost at the end of the universe?' She would not look at him. She
had focused her attention on the displays. "No, not lost in the universe. Logt in the multiverse, an infinite
set of universes. I'm here for the same reason as you. Y ou came because Chan Daton wanted you to, |
came because Dag Korin wanted me to. Thisturns out to be the most exciting thing that could happen to



ascientis, but I didn't know that when | agreed to come. Couldn't you tell | was doing it for the
Gengrd?'

Tully said nothing, and she looked away from the screensto are at him. "What isit? What'swrong
now?'

"Nothing.”

"That'salie, Tully OToole. Your face usudly looks white as something dredged from the seabed, and
now it'sal pink. What did | say?"

"You sad not aword. It'swhat | thought.”
"Sotdl mewhat."

"It's so absurd. | thought that you were here because you were Dag Korin's'—Tully screwed up his
face—"wdll, thisonly proveswhat an ass| am. | thought you were Dag Korin'smistress ."

"A woman could do worse than Generd Korin, alot worse. But me, hismistress? That'salaugh.” Elke
gave asnort that sounded nothing like alaugh. "I couldn't let him—or any man—"

Elke turned away and bent her blond head over the control board.

"l understand,” Tully said quickly. "After the Siither, any touch would be too much. But it'sdl right now |
know. Do you want meto go?'

"No, I'd rather that you stay. Two untouchables together. But | must keep on working.”

"Of course you must. Can | help?1 once had aworking brain, and agood pair of eyes." Tully moved so
that he could study the screen, being careful to keep well clear of Elke. "Do you know what you're
looking &7

"I'm learning. Thisisthe view from one of the orbiters, just before it stopped recording. The smooth

dark areaisthe sea, and theHero's Return isabout here" She stabbed at the screen with along, tapering
index finger. "Y ou can't see us, of course, Since we're down deep. But thelittle blob you see beside the
inletistheMood Indigo ."

"It'snot in the weter. It's on the shore.”
"l know. The storm might have carried it there.”
"Isit awreck?"

"I don't know. But the most interesting part of this pictureisn't in the sea area, except maybe for thisone
spot." Her finger moved l€ft, to indicate asmdl white circle. "According to the inertid guidance system on
this ship—which I'm going to assume till works correctly, evenif the laws of physicsaredl abit different
here—according to the guidance system, that's where we first emerged into the Limbo ocean. So my
thought isthat thelittle disk isal that'sleft of the Link trangition point. It comes and goes, and it's not
there now. And don't ask me how it can be part underwater, instead of in avacuum or athin
amosphere, because | have no idea.”



"And thisthing?' Tully reached carefully over Elke's arm to indicate another part of the scene. "Like part
of agreat bigring."

"Itis. The boundary isan exact circle when you make alowancefor thelook angle." Elke ran afinger
along the smooth arc. "This marks the edge of azone of destruction. It only shows on the land and not at
sea. Insde thisregion there's nothing but blackened soil and dark gray rocks. Outside the burned part it's
amixture of green and orange. I'm betting that thiswas origindly al growing plants. Somebody sterilized
the whole inner region, about seven hundred square kilometers. And guess what's a the exact center of
the black circle?’

"Tdlme"

"Better than that, I'll show you." Elke tapped at the board in front of her, and the picture on the display
expanded, zooming in on one smdl area. "Thisisthe highest magnification the image can take without
losng detail. But it's enough.”

Tully counted six drab buildings of muddy yellow, running aong each sde of along and narrow stretch
of white. At each end of the strip, facing each other, sat two tiny tri-lobed shapes.

"A settlement,” he said softly, "and funny-looking aircraft. | told you that the Bun wasreliable. He said he
saw onein the sky, and now we know hedidn't lie."

"Wedo indeed." Tully and Elke had been so absorbed in the image that the voice from behind made
them jump.

"Aircraft, yes," Dag Korin went on. He had entered the chamber silently and done. "But | wouldn't call
that asettlement . See the boundary fence, with guard posts al aong it? Throw in the scorched-earth
perimeter for kilometersin each direction, and you have yoursdlf aclassic military camp. Our
head-up-their-wazoo Stellar Groupies can preach peace dl they like, but whoever made that
encampment had war on their minds. Thisisn't their home territory, ether, or they wouldn't blast
everything for miles around them. And don't be fooled by thinking thisisall defenses. They may have only
afew arcraft, but I'll bet they have other wegpons.”

"Morethan afew planes.” Tully had been leaning closeto the screen as the Generd spoke, studying the
enlarged picture. "Look over here, well outside the camp. It's not easy to see them because they maich
the color of the ground. But isn't that more aircraft?"

"SiX, seven, eight.” Theway that Dag Korin counted made each word sound like acurse. "Aye, and
there's another batch of the damned things, farther over. They're camouflaged to match the background,
but not very well. I'd have expected these dien buggers to do a better job, they're careful enough about
other things. Maybe there's hope for us after al.”

Elke wasworking the keypad in front of her. "Well, if thereishope," she said, "I'd credit our technology
more than alien weaknesses. The orbiters had the best sensors that humans know how to build, and they
could record sgnds at wavelengths al the way from ultraviolet to radar. Heres what the ground would
look likeif the orbiters only sensed the range of wavelengths that human eyes can see.”

The picture as awhole remained the same—except that Tully, staring, could now see no detailswithin
the burned area. Buildings, boundary fence, airdtrips, aircraft were gone. All had been swalowed up
within the dark background.



"Wdll, I'll bedamned.” Korin squinted a the image. "Bring it back theway it was, Elke. Ah, that's better.
We're going to need acouple of printed copies of this, with compass settings marked.”

"No problem.” Elke did not move, leaving it to the ship's computer to take the necessary action.

"Plus any other information we can deduce about what's down there. For instance, what do you make of
that?' Korin was pointing to apair of oval shapes, closeto one cluster of the triple-lobed aircraft but
much larger than any. "Can you make those bigger?’

Elke shrugged her thin shoulders. "'l can enlarge the picture, but you won't get any more detail. We're at
the resolution limit of the orbiter's sensors.”

"Pity." Korin rubbed at hisjaw. "Wdl, well find out soon enough if I'm right.”

Tully didn't think that Dag Korin had ahigh opinion of him. In fact, he had overheard himself referred to
by the Genera, soon after hisarrival on board theHero's Return , as "that long brain-dead streak of
shivering misery.' Wdll, Tully had improved alot since then, and Korin's favorite had aso once been a
Slither dave. He risked what might be astupid question. "Sir, how do you know what those blobs might
be? | can't make out any detail onthem at al.”

"No more can |, son, no more can |." Korin took a couple of steps away, asthough he had said all he
was going to, then swung around and added sharply, "limagine , you see. What my eyeswon't provide,

| imagine with eighty years of war experience to guide me. And the more | look at that picture, the more
alittlevoiceingde me says military expedition . Not afull-scae army, mind you, because the scale of
operationsiswrong for that. Thisis more like a scouting party, sent out to learn the lie of the land. Maybe
sent to find out if Limbo isworth abigger investment, or decide that the place is a dead |oss and not
worth another visit.

"Now, theré'salogic to a scouting expedition, onethat 1'd suspect iscommon to dl timesand all
gpecies. First, you need a base of operations. We see that on theimage. Y ou aso need the aircraft or
ground vehiclesto make sorties away from base, and you need to have enough of them to stand some
losses from accidents or hostile action. That's what the aircraft are for. And there's one other must-have.
Y ou may be ableto live off the land to some extent, but you'll need bigger transports—call them mother
shipsif you like—to bring you to your sphere of operationsin thefirst place. Little scoutshipswon't be
enough for that, and they won't be able to carry everything you need for weeks or months of operations.
That'swhat | think the two ovals are. They brought them here to Limbo, through aLink point of their
making and under their control. And in our present Situation, those mother ships represent our own best
shot at away to go home."

Korin paused and frowned at the other two. "Now, that's my thinking. It may be wrong, so fed freeto
poke holesinit. Ask questions.”

Elke said softly, "If you don't mind, I'd rather ask about the other part of what you said earlier.”
"Other part.”
"Youtold us, ‘well find out soon enough if I'm right." What made you say that?"

"No secret there. We can't Sit here until this ship rots around us. I'm organizing ashore party to explore
theland—"



"That'sterrific! I've been analyzing data from the orbiters, and I've been wondering about a thousand
other things—"

"—but you won't be part of the shore group, Elke."
"What! I'm not an engineer. | don't know how to keep things running on the ship. But ashore, | can—"

"No. Y ou have other thingsto do, and they may be alot more important than going ashore. Y ou were
the one who came up with theideathat were logt, not just somewherein our own universe but
somewherein aninfinity of universes. Y ou're our best shot—I'd say our only shot—at cracking the
secrets of the multiverse. | want you focused on that, and the properties of the alien Link. | want to know
about other universesthat we might be able to reach—are they more or less smilar to our own, could
humans survivein them. | don't want you distracted by thoughts of Limbo's other life-forms, or war
games, or shore parties. Understood?’

It was afew moments before Elke turned away and said softly, "Yes, gr. I'll explore the multiverse, and
theLink."

Dag Korin nodded. Only Tully, sitting so that Elke had been forced to face him when she swiveled
around, saw the look of secret joy—and wondered if thiswas exactly what Elke had wanted al along.

25. SHORE PLANS

Friday Indigo sat on arock ledge with hislegsimmersad in water up to the mid-caf. Hewasinsde a
long, stone-walled room with adark pool down the middle. The edge of the pool was marked by a set of
tapered columns, conical towerstaller than aman. Scores of lumbering Maacostracans, dl bigger than
Two-Four, scuttled and splashed to and fro at the poolside in what seemed like random motion.

The One stood motionless behind Friday. The thin snaky fingers had withdrawn little by little from his
ears, until now they barely touched the skin.

"Once morewewill test.”" The voicethat Friday heard did not come from the trandation unit. It was
indde his head, warm and friendly and infinitely comforting. "Tell usyour name."

"l am Friday Indigo."

"That issatisfactory.” The tendrils withdrew completely, dithering back into the body of The One. "We
detect no signd loss. We will |ater confirm the efficiency of operation over grester distances. Now,
however, you will answer questions concerning your universe, your world, and your people. Y ou have
sad that the universe from which you came has “countless suns and many habitable worlds. How many
suns? How many worlds? How many habitable worlds? How does your universe compare with this
one?'

Friday struggled to answer. He wanted to do it right, with every nerve, with every brain cdll, with every
ounce of his strength and concentration. But he could not do it. He lacked information. At last he said, "In



our universe, dars are organized into large groups caledgal axies . Each gdaxy contains many billions of
gars. One star in every ten of our own galaxy has planets around it. One planet in athousand isable to
support life like our kind and yours. There are theories to explain why planets converge toward common
life-supporting properties, but | do not understand them. We have little knowledge of any gaaxy except
the onethat our own sunisin, but wethink that they are dl smilar in their ability to create planetary
systems, and that an equa fraction of planetary systems probably supportslife. But | cannot compare
withthis universe, because | do not know the properties of thisuniverse.”

"Y ou have provided the information that we need.” The voice of The One soothed and cheered Friday.
"Y ou confirm that your own universe, unlike this one or most of the rest of the ble levelsof the
multiverse, is hospitableto life. Thisone, by contrast, is most inhospitable. Based on the observed
properties of the sky-globes, we estimate that the nearest star with a planetary train is more than five
thousand lightyears away from here. This universeisadisappointment to us.”

Friday felt insde hisbrain anew touch that could not trand ate to words. He shivered with shared

sorrow and dissatisfaction, until the One continued, "We intend to link oursalves through to your universe.
Firgt, however, we need more information. Tell us of your people, and of this " Stellar Group' that you
mention. Tak of your technology, and list your strengths and weaknesses. Warn us of possible dangers.
Give every fact that you know. Our powers of absorption are endless, and no amount of detail istoo

Friday nodded. After afew moments he began to speak. Prompted now and again by The One, he did
his best to empty hisentire brain.

Minutes became hours. Occasiondly The One interrupted to ask a question. Who in humans wasthe
controlling class? Which one was the disposabl e class? Was there more than one sessile class? Friday
had to answer that question in half adozen different ways, before The One was satisfied that humans had
no sessile class and continued: How is human breeding accomplished? How are offspring culled? In the
Stdlar Group, how can there be many species, without one being dominant?

Friday talked on and on, until al the Mal acostracans other than The One were gone, and thelong
chamber was empty. The water that lapped around his calves gradually became freezing cold. The rock
that he sat on was ridged and uneven and cut into hisflesh. He had not eaten for dmost two days.

Hedid not mind. He was aware of fatigue and physica discomfort, but they did not matter. He was
blissfully heppy.

When at last The One said, "That is enough for now," he was disappointed.

The One read his disgppointment. "We have proved that your kind can be useful servants” it said
soothingly. ™Y our lifewill continue. Lie down now, on your back.” And, after abrief pause, "Seep.”

It was aswdll that Friday had received the order to lie down. Otherwise he would have falen face
forward into the water, adeep ingtantly. He would have died there, too—but he would have died happy.

Hedid not hear The One, mindful of the needs of the underclasses, add, "And after deep you will be
fed."

* * %

Whao? Chan struggled with the problem for the rest of the day. Who would go ashore? Who must remain
on theship?



Therewas no doubt at dl that everyone wouldwant to go, but that was another matter.

He ddiberately avoided Deb during the evening, and he chose a different place to deep. They had spent
the previous night together, but now he dared not alow persona persuasion and closenessto cloud his
judgment.

By morning he had made up his mind. The condition of theHero's Return when he awoke helped. The
ar entering through the ducts smelled stde. It was clammy on the skin, and every exposed metd surface
swesated drops of water. The ship's computer indsted thet al life-support systems were well within
tolerances, but its sensors could not match ahuman's perception of discomfort or of coming problems.

So Dag Korin wasright, and the Bun would have to stay to make whatever fixes he could think of. Chan
didn't fool himsdlf into thinking they would be any more than temporary. The bottom of the seawas
samply the wrong place for aspace-going ship. TheHero's Return was dowly dying.

Chan called for a bregkfast meeting in the ship's main cafeteria. He made sure he was therefirst, and he
watched their faces asthey arrived in ones and twos. He swore to himsalf. He hadn't said aword to
anyone, but they all knew something was about to happen—and it was his guess that they knew what.

He scanned the intent faces as they filled trays with food and carried them to the long table where he sat
at the head. Danny Casement took a position next to Chan. He was as negtly groomed and debonair as
aways—and asinscrutable. Danny was aformidable card player, and no one would read hisfedlings and
inner thoughts. Next to him, Tully O'Toole sat down with aloaded tray that he did no more than pick at.
Chan could seethe tremor in Tully's hand. He knew that morning feding, the worst time of day for
withdrawa symptoms.

Bony Rombelle arrived next at the table, carrying abig glass of water and asingle dice of dry toast. Was
thisredly the Bun? The Bun, whose idea of an adequate breakfast in the old daysincluded eggs and
bacon and sausage and pasta, followed by toast covered with enough butter to grease alocomotive?

Wasthe Bun feding sick? No, it was something else. Chan saw Liddy Morse sit down next to Bony,
and knew what it was. With any luck it wouldn't mess up the Bun's ability to make useful equipment out
of any old bits and pieces that were to hand.

When Deb Bisson arrived she moved to Sit at the other end of the table, facing Chan. Her eye met his
accusingly. It said,You're a coward, Chan Dalton. You know | won't be going ashore, but you won't
tell mein person. You'll go, and leave me behind. That's why you avoided me last night. Don't |
deserve better treatment than that?

Wi, Deb might have a surprise coming.

Last to arrive were Tarbush Hanson and Chrissie Winger. Maybe they didn't know after all. Asthey sat
down at the table their faces were puzzled, asif they had no idea what was happening. Maybe they were
redly wondering; or maybe they were just better actors than the rest. Asamagic team, they specidized
inmisdirection.

"Isthere anyone whodoesn't know why | asked you here thismorning?' Chan began. Then he paused.
Two otherswho had certainlynot been invited were entering the room. The giant form of
Vow-of-Silence, crouching low so her head would not hit the celling, led the way. Thousands of Tinker
components followed the Pipe-Rillalike some long train of purple-black.



Chan waited while VVow-of-Silence folded her limbs awkwardly to perch on aneighboring table. Eager
Seeker assembled on the floor next to her asathick pulsing column about Six feet tall.

"Measeignore us," Vow-of-Slence said. "We came only as observers.”

I gnorethem? When the Pipe-Rillaloomed over everyone? When the Tinker Composite formed afunne
opening in its upper extremity, and was now making the wheezing moans that preceded speech?

Chan sad, "How did you learn that there was a meeting?”

"From Dag Korin." The thin head bobbed. "He came to us. He said you were going ashore. He spoke
of great violence, of d-death and d-destruction.”

"I think you must have misunderstood Genera Korin," Chan said. "We have no thought of violence
ashore." Heturned back to the circle of humans. "But there will be a shore party. Tel me, for my own
curiogty. Whodidn't know about this?'

Not a hand was raised.
"So who told you?"

"I heard it from Dag Korin, yesterday,” Tully said. "He mentioned it when | was with Elke Siry. | knew
what was going on, as soon as he said he would need maps of Limbo made from our satellite images.
And he didn't give any impression that it was a secret, o | passed the word on to the others.”

Korin again. He had some secret agenda, Chan felt sure of it. But what?

"W, it's sure no secret now,” Chan went on. " So let'stalk about who will be going on thefirst shore
party"— everyone at the table sat up straighter—"and who won'."

Thetension rose. They all wanted to be on the shore party, of course they did. For that they would be
prepared to lie, cheat, steal, even fight. Chan could see them getting ready to argueif they wereleft out,
or defend the wisdom of hisdecision if they were included.

"For sarters,” hesad, "I'll tell you one person who will not bein thefirst exploration party.” Theroom
crackled with nervous anticipation, until at last he went on, "1 won't be going ashore. | will remain hereon
the ship.”

It had the effect Chan wanted. The others sank back with a collective sgh. If hewas off thelist, no one
else was asure thing—and they knew it.

"Bony," Chan went on, "you can't go, either. This ship'srotting around us, and we need somebody to
jury-rig thefailing systems. Does anyone argue that the Bun isthe only person for that job?”

Nodsall round.

"But you can't do everything single-handed, Bony. So Liddy, | want you and the Bun to work together.
Y ou seem to do that very well. Tully the Rhymer"—Chan went on without giving either Bony or Liddy a
chance for argument or discussion—"you have ajob to do here, and it's atough one. We've been taking
to the bubble people using atrandator, but they are so dien that we think the mechanical units miss



subtleties. | want you to learn the bubble language until you can think like one of them. The Angel will be
staying on board, to work with Elke Siry, and dready speaksto the bubble people pretty well. Stay
closeto the Angel, and get al the help you can.”

Chan saw Tully perk up alittle from his shivering morning misery, and made an inspired guess. "That
meansyou'll be closeto Elke Siry, too, so | have one other job for you. | want you to apply your fading
charmsto Elke. | know she'sin Dag Korin's back pocket, and she's doing special work for him.
Whatever she learns and tellshim, | want to hear about from you."

Chan stared down the length of the table at the people he had not spoken to so far. "Now for the rest of
you. It'stime ether for congratulations or commiseration. Chrisse and Tarbush, | owe you for promising
you would go in the pinnace, without bothering to check that the thing could fly. So you'll go, dong with
Deb and Danny." He held up hishand. "Before you start celebrating, let me assureyou it won't bea
picnic. We know there's amilitary camp on land, and we know that whoever runsit blew our orbiters out
of the sky without any attempt at contact. Apparently they don't like anyone looking at them. Whatever
€lse you may be when you go ashore, you won't be safe”

Bony said doubtfully, "But Liddy and | went ashore. Weweredl right.”

"l know. That was before we flew our orbiters, and | don't think you got close enough to be noticed.
The other possible explanation isthat you were damned lucky, and you can't count on more [uck." Chan
reached down under the table and pulled up the rolled image that he had been holding between hislegs.
He unfolded it on the tabletop, weighting it down at the edges with mugs and plates.

"We should dl look at this. | said at the beginning that some of uswouldn't be going on thefirst shore
party, but | expect welll dl be there eventually. TheHero's Return brought us here, but | can't seeit
taking us back. We haveto find another way home."

Chan pointed out the black circle on the flattened image. "Thisisaregion of tota destruction. Thedien
encampment is at the center here, and you should expect everything around it to be totdly lifeless. When
the Bun and Liddy went ashore they found not asign of either plants or animas. Even the shalow water
must have been sterilized. So our shore party won't land anywhere in the destruction zone. Y ou'll go
farther north, and sneak ashore in the vegetated area above theinlet that the bubble people call "Death
Fork.' It'sactudly closer to the location of theHero's Return , so if you head due east along the seabed,
likethis, youll arrive on the shore where there ought to be cover. After that"—Chan shrugged—"we
won't be ableto help. Thefour of you will be on your own. Do whatever you think is best.”

A gentlevoice said, "Excuse meif | intrude. But | have something that must be added.”

Vow-of-Silence unfurled her body from its tabletop crouch and advanced to loom over the humans.

"I have no wish to interfere with your plansto explore the land area of this planet. | agreethat this
exploration may be necessary for our long-term surviva, something that we al desire. For this reason, |
offer my support. | will dso go ashore.™

The Tinker Composite's spesker funnel whirred for two seconds like an eectric fan, then produced
words. "Our presence on land may be essentia to your surviva. We can send partid versions of ourself,
even our individua e ements, on rapid scouting missons. We can enter smal gpertureswhich would beto

you quite inaccessible, or we can serve as inconspicuous observers. We will aso go ashore.™

Next to Chan, Danny Casement muttered, "It's aways the same. Everybody wantsto get into the act.”



Chan had his own interpretation of what was going on. Dag Korin had been talking blood and thunder,
and it had had precisdy the wrong effect. Instead of focusing their attention on Korin, which iswhat the
Genera had anticipated, the diens now didn't trust any humans.

The rest of the team was looking a Chan, waiting for him to explain to the dienswhy their presence
ashore would be a bad idea. He decided to save his breath. VVow-of-Silence and Eager Seeker would
listen politely to whatever he might choose to say, then do exactly what they wanted. On anissuelikethis
there was no chance that they would change their minds.

Chan nodded to Vow-of-Silence. "The shore party will be pleased to have your assistance. However,
you must be prepared to leave the ship in three hours. The party will need plenty of daylight hours
ashore.”

Deb, Tarbush, Chrissie and Danny were staring at him in disgust and disappointment. He said to them, "I
need to work out some practical detailswith just the four of you. Can we get together right now, in my
cabin?'

Giving no time for argument, Chan stood up and led the way out. He headed along the main axis of the
ship to his cabin—and past it. Where the corridor widened, Deb Bisson moved to hisside.

"| thought you said in your cabin?"

Chan put hisfinger to hislips. Deb got the message, and did not spesk again. Finally they reached the
door of hilious green, and passed through into Dag Korin's spartan quarters.

Theroom was empty. Chan motioned the othersinsde and closed the door. "We can tak fredly here.
Thisis one place—the only place on the ship, according to the Generd—where we definitely can't be
overheard by the ship's computer. Remember that when you leave. Anything the computer hears, the
dienscan find out about.

"I want to set afew things straight. Y ou probably guessed why | won't be going with you. It's because
Dag Korin won't let me, and he's officialy in charge.” Chan held up ahand to cut off the protests. "Yes,
heis. And you can't have more than one person running things. So unlessyou want to start amutiny,
Korin hasfina say. Now I'm going to tell you one order he gave me to pass on to the shore party,
something that can't ever be mentioned outside thisroom. | know you're dl pleased to be going, but don't
kid yourselves. It will be dangerous. So Korin's order to you—and my order, too—issmple: your first
responsibility isto survive. Y ou do whatever it takes to make sure of that. Remember, if you don't
survive, you can't report back with whatever you find. If you're attacked, defend yourselves. Don't worry
about judtifying what you do, just do it. Let the Fipe-Rillas and the Tinkers yell and scream as much as
they like about peaceful solutions, well worry about that problem when you come back. But make sure
you come back. Any questions?”

"Yes." Tarbush Hanson was frowning. "If Korinisin charge, like you say, why are you and heletting the
aiens go ashore? They may be useful, but morelikely they'll just beapainintheass.”

"That's probably true, and you'll haveto live withiit. | said it wrong before. Dag Korinisin charge of the
humans on board this ship. Neither he nor | can control what the aiens do—much aswe would like to.
Anything esg?'

"Two and two, likein the old days?' Danny Casement spread hisarmswide. ™Y ou know, divide and



conquer. That way only one group is stuck with the aliens.”

"If you can work it. Y ou with Deb, Chrisse with Tarbush. I'd suggest that you have one forward pair
and one covering, but that will be up to you. Handle it whatever way seems best when you get there.
Anything e sethat can't be said where it will be overheard?’

The otherslooked at each other and shook their heads.

"Right, then. Go and get ready. | wasn't kidding when | told the diensto be ready in three hours. Y ou
don't want to arrive ashore when it'samost dark."

Danny, Chrissie, and Tarbush headed for the door and left, but Deb Bisson hung back.

"When | couldn't find you last night,” she said, "1 thought it was because you had decided that you were
going and | wasn't."

"I know."

"l oweyou an gpology.”

"No, you don't. It's nothing compared with the one that I've owed you for al those years. Just promise
meonething."”

"What?'
"Promise you won' try to be ahero. And promise you'll come back.”

"That'stwo things." But Deb was smiling. "I'll do my best, Chan. And you, you'd better not hide away
again when | do. Otherwise you'll have more trouble on your hands than you'll ever get from any dien.”

26. THE BEST-LAID
PLANS

The preparations for the shore expedition had gone as smoothly as anyone could wish. Deb Bisson,
wading cautioudy out of the shallows and across aforty-meter strip of pebbles, was not about to let early
success |ull her into afeeling of security. Fortune was afickle god and arandom event; good Iuck could
changein amoment to bad.

That didn't mean, though, that you couldn't improve the odds. Deb hurried across alayer of dimy brown
plants and into await-high thicket of bristly cruciform reeds that snapped as she pushed them aside. She
crouched therefor five minutes, helmet closed, looking about her in dl directions but especidly to her
right. A hundred yardsthat way lay the beginning of the "zone of destruction,” and if trouble was coming
it wasmost likely to arrive from there.

Findly she raised her arm and waved. The others had been watching for her signd, their helmets closeto



the waterline. Chrissie, Danny and Tarbush reacted a once, coming ashore fast and willing to make alot
of splashing to gain asecond or two.

The Stdllar Group dienswere not in such ahurry. Deb, as unofficid leader of the shore team, cursed
Vow-of-Silences leisurely progress out of the water. The Pipe-Rillawas craning up to her full height,
turning from side to side and examining the scene. It was one step short of waving aflag to announce
your arrival. Eager Seeker was even worse. Tinker components were vanishing, flying off in dl directions.
If theland aiens monitored the region beyond the edge of the zone of destruction. . .

Chrissewasthefirg to reach Deb's Sde. "Hemets open?’ she said.
"Might aswell. One at atime, though, just in case.”

"Mefirgt, then." Chrissie opened her visor just as Danny and Tarbush, carrying the heaviest supply case
between them, flopped down panting at her sde. She sniffed the air, cautioudy at first and then in bigger
bresths. "Ah!"

"All right?'
"You'venoidea. InsgdetheHero's Return | never fdt likel wasonaplanet at dl. Thisisair . Try it."

Deb glanced at the beach. VVow-of-Silence was like afour-meter flagpole, making adow and stately
approach. More Tinker components had disappeared, flying into the nearby undergrowth. Now that they
were dl ashore, they had to see how well they could survive here.

She opened her own helmet, closed her eyes, and sniffed. The air made her nogtrilstingle, and it carried
an odor that made her fed dightly dizzy.

No, that wasn't the result of the smell intheair. It wastheair itsef, dightly richer, dightly higher in
oxygen content. It was quite safe to breathe, according to the samples that Bony Rombelle and Liddy
Morse had brought back. But it was just aswell to lielow for awhile and let their bodies become used
to the changes. The differencein air and gravity between Earth and Limbo was less than the difference
between, say, Earth and Europa, and humans made that adaptation easily enough. But they didn't haveto
doitinafew minutes.

Danny Casement and Tarbush Hanson were following the women's lead, opening their hdmetsand
siffingtheair.

"Put dl the supplies down here," Deb said. "Thisisas good aplace asany for our prdiminary base. If
you take your suits off, fold them neatly. We might haveto get into theminahurry.”

Danny, who with Tarbush had laid the massive supply case carefully on acleared area, paused and
turned up hisnose at her. "Did you ever know meto do anything thatwasn't nest? If we do take our suits
off, | suggest we make sure we close the helmets, too. How would you like to find one of these insde
yours when you cameto put it on again?'

He reached acrossto aspindly purple fern and plucked off it adark red creature aslong as his hand.
The anima wriggled desperately to escape, scores of legswaving madly.

"Don't be stupid, Danny," Deb said sharply. " Suppose it has a poison bite or sting?"*



"If this critter can bite through a suit's gauntlet, werein bigger trouble than | thought. | vote for keeping
auitson dl the way. We're going to bewal king through this stuff, and it's anybody's guess what elseis out
there”

Danny wasright. Deb had been crouched below the level of the plant tops. Now she stood up and
made adow, careful survey of their surroundings. They had come ashore a a Site chosen by Elke Siry
from the space images. Behind them was the placid sea, moving in dow, lazy billows. Ahead lay asmall
valey between two ridges of dense vegetation. The plus sdewasthat their landing waslesslikely to be
observed; the minus was that even standing up they could not see over the ridge to the place where the
camp of the alienswas supposed to be.

Deb examined the plantsin front of her, and she did not like what she saw. Where the satellite images at
highest magnification showed only smooth, level ground, the redlity was a thicket of dense, spiny
vegetation. Also, in placesit moved in gentle billows of its own—and there was almost no wind.
Something wasimposing arhythmic sway on the tough plants.

Maybe the dliens knew what they were doing. Maybe the region around their camp had been sterilized
for good reason.

Deb'sworriestook more solid form when asmadl group of Tinkersrose from close by and went winging
their way inland. They flew low, just above the tops of the plants. Suddenly they al dipped in unison, &t
the same time as awave of purple fronds moved up to meet them. And then every one was gone,
absorbed by the wave.

"Eager Seeker! What happened?’

Deb thought she was talking to nothing, but a second later the Tinker Composite was starting to
codlescein front of her. The speaking funnel formed, and at last the words came.

"We no longer have contact with that part of us. Wefear that the units are—lost.”

"They were destroyed?’

Deb asked the question automaticaly, and amoment later was curang hersdlf for doing so. A Tinker
Composite was no better than a Pipe-Rillaat admitting the possibility of physical violence. Eager Seeker
produced amuffled Stutter, but the Composite was aready dissociating into its components. Ten seconds
later every element had vanished into the dense bushes.

Vow-of-Silence said in ahigh, nervous voice, " Perhaps the missing components found something of
interest that they wished to investigate.”

Tarbush Hanson turned on the Pipe-Rilla. "Y ou think s0? So why don'tyou go take alook, an' see
what's so fascinatin' out there. Rather you than me.”

"All right, Tarb." Chrissie put her hand on hisarm. "Take it easy. We work together, or weredl in
trouble”

"Wedo." Danny Casement turned to Deb. "Mind if Vow-of-Slence takes alook with it? Give her
something to occupy her mind, and she's supposed to have phenomena vision.”

"Do you think she'stall enough to take apeek over theridgeif she usesit?”



"Worth atry. And if she'snot that tall, it'sfor sure none of therest of usis. Shdl 1?7

Deb nodded. Even before that Danny was bending over and rooting in the supply case. He pulled from it
around cylinder haf ameter long and about as thick as his upper arm.

"Here, big girl." He handed the cylinder to VVow-of-Silence. "' Courtesy of Bony Rombelle, in the bit of
time he had before we left when he waan't fiddling with the ship. See what you can do with that."

"Itisa—" the Pipe-Rillahdd it in two forelimbs, and turned it over and over "—what isit? Why do you
offer it tome?'

"It'saperiscope. It workslikethis"" Danny pulled out the extensible tube, foot after foot, until it was as
long asthe Pipe-Rillawastal. Y ou look into one end, the thick end here, and you get aview of what the
thin end sees. The quegtionis, if you stand up and raise this as high asyou can, are you able to look over
the top of theridge?'

"I do not know. But | will find out." VVow-of-Silence crouched down, then dowly and carefully raised the
periscope until it was vertically above her head. "Not from this position. But perhapsif | rise. . "

Thelong, thin body dowly unfolded, until it towered far above the watching humans.

"I have aview over theridge." The Pipe-Rillasvoice came from far above. "And asyou say, buildings
arevisble. Many buildings, around along cleared strip of land—the airstrip seen in theimages. And
beings moving, around the buildings. And . . ." Thetone of voice changed. "Isthere any way to operate
thisdevice & higher magnification?'

"Bereasonablel™ Danny called up to her. "The Bun cobbled thistogether from any |eftover bits of optics
he could find. It's mechanical, not eectronic. What you seeiswhat you get. Just what isit you'd liketo
seein more detail?"

"l am not sure." Vow-of-Slence remained standing for another long minute, then at last crouched down
to the same leve asthe humans. "Perhaps my eyes are deceiving me, but hereiswhat | saw. | saw many
creatures moving around the buildings. Some were bigger than others, but al of them had the same
overal body plan. Except for one."

The Pipe-Rillabent yet lower, and placed apair of forelimbs together in a gesture that seemed
apologetic. She stared into Deb Bisson's eyes. "That one—as| said, | cannot be sure, and | do not like
to speculate on such an important matter—but that other one had a different shape, a quite different body
design.” Vow-of-Silence paused, asif not sure that she wanted to say what came next. At last she
murmured, amost too low to hear, "That other one seemed like one of you: that other one had the shape
of ahumen.”

* * %

What Vow-of-Silence had seen, or possibly not seen, led to the shore party'sfirst mgjor disagreement.
ThePipe-Rillawasdl in favor of waking straight up to the encampment. "They did not harm the one
person, who can only be Friday Indigo. So why should they harm us? It is so like humans, to assumethe
worgt of every other living thing. Let me approach the encampment, and announce our presence.”

Deb was ready to argue, but she didn't need to. Eager Seeker said, "With respect, it iseasy for you to
say that. Y ou have not lost a part of you. We urge caution.” The mound of the Tinker Composite became



taller and thinner. A group of topmost components began a preliminary fluttering of purple-black wings.
"We can fly parts of ourself high over theridge, and make our initid contact with low risk.”

"With respect, although as a composite you possess superior reasoning powers, your separate
components are not capable of thought or inteligible discourse.” V ow-of-Silence began to stand up. "It is
far better if | go."

"With respect, we must disagree.”

Deb suddenly understood what the argument was really about. "No one should go until we've learned a
lot more,” shesaid, "and I'll tell you why. Y ou're both hoping to have first contact with anew species.
Well, we humans are just as keen for that. But if it is Friday Indigo ingde the encampment, you're too
late. And if it isn't Friday Indigo, we have no evidence that whoever livesin that encampment would
accept any offer of our friendship.”

The Tinker Composite did not speak, but sagged afoot lower. The flutter of component wings ended.
Vow-of-Silence crouched low, and stared at Deb. For once the Pipe-Rillalived up to her name.

"I'm as eager to meet the diensas any of you," Deb said, "but well only do it when we know it's safe.
And if it'snot Friday Indigo over in the encampment, we al go to meet the dienstogether. That way
there will be no arguments about first contact. Agreed?”’

No one spoke, and Deb went on, "So hereswhat | propose. I'll snake through the vegetation, keeping
low, until I can get acloser look at the encampment. No matter what | see, | won't make any attempt at
contact—that's apromise. I'll return here, tell you what I've seen, and we'll decide what we want to do
next. Everyonein agreement?”’

"No." The objection came not from VVow-of-Silence, or Eager Seeker. It was Chrissie Winger who was
shaking her head. "Y ou're the leader of the shore party, even if you don't think so. That meanswe
normally do wheat you say."

"So do what | say now."

"Wait aminute. The team leader ought not to be an advance scout, because you may have to make
tough decisions back here. Suppose you get into trouble, what do the rest of us do? So somebody else
ought to go take the look-see. | proposethat Tarb and medoit." Chrissie held up a hand, because Deb's
mouth was opening. "The two of us have been Stting on our hands for weeks, waiting to find something
to do—"

"Weadl have" said Danny.

"—something that fitsin with our specid skills. Now, you Danny, you can charm the leg off achair, but
that's not what we need at the moment. Y ou can't charm an dien until you can talk to one. And you,
Deb, you're awegpons master, and your specia skill isfighting." That produced a groan from
Vow-of-Silence and a hiss from Eager Seeker. Chrissie went on, speaking fast. "We're not alowed to
fight. But Tarb, on the other hand, he can read aperson or an anima's intentions without them saying a
word. And he's stronger than anyone | know. Asfor me, my specidty isdeception. Cal it magic if you
like, cdll it trickery, cdl it deight of hand—but it works. He and | make agood team.”

"Fine. You and Tarb can be the scouts.”



"Weve been working together for years, in al kinds of situations. Whatever one of us does, the other
can back up and support—"

Chrissie broke off as Tarbush Hanson gripped her arm.
"Not another word, Chrissie" he said gently. "Weren't you listening? Deb aready agreed.”
"Shedid?'

"l said you could be the advance scouts." Deb spoke fast, before the Stellar Group diens could question
her decision. "But you'll follow certain rules”

"No violence," Vow-of-Slence said immediatdy. "No m-murder or fighting."

"That'sonerule. | have others. Y ou go wearing your suits—including helmets. | know that'sapain, but
it's better than bites or tingsthat could be lethal. If theré's any trouble, even asuspicion of trouble, you
turn and head back. Don't use your suit radios. That'stoo dangerous. If whatever isin the camp can
detect our frequencies, they'll usethe sgnd to homein on us. Well be watching as best we can with the
periscope, and that will haveto do."

"Suits, safety firgt, no sgnals.” Tarb nodded hisbullet heed. "Got it. Anything edse?"

"Y es. No matter what you see, or what you hear, or what you think, you don't take risks. | need you
herein plenty of time for usto decide where well spend the night, ashore or back on theHero's Return .

"No problem. Were on our way."

"You and Chrisse.Not thet fat ferret." Deb held out ahand. "Give her to me."

"What makes you think | have Scruffy with me?' Tarbush put afierce scowl on his big black face and
tried to stare Deb down. He couldn't meet her eyes. "Oh, be reasonable, Deb, she goes everywherel
do."

"Y ou mean dmost everywhere. I'm being more than reasonable. Come on, Tarb. Hand her over.”
Tarbush opened a bulky suit pocket and reluctantly extracted the ferret. He placed her on the ground,
stroked his modded pet's deek and bulging head, and bent to whisper something. Scruffy waddled over

to Danny Casement and sat down placidly at hisside.

"L ook after her, Danny," Tarb said, "she'syoursif | don't come back. Shelll do whatever you and Deb
tdl her."

"You'll come back. You'd better." Danny picked up the ferret awkwardly and gave the pet acritical
ingpection. "l sure as hell don't want to be saddled with her. | bet she hasfleas and worms.
Sterilization—"

Tarbush Hanson was a very tall man. He seemed to grow another six inches. "If you dare—"
"Stop that, Danny,” Chrisse said. "Y ou can't make jokes on some subjects, they're sacred.” She took

Tarb'sarm and pulled him toward the spiny bushes. "Come on, animal-man. Let's go—before you two
dart atestosterone fight."



Chrissie was short and dim and about half the weight of Tarbush Hanson. She was better able to seek
out clear patches ahead, and after afew steps he was content to fall in behind her.

For years, both of them had encountered only the plants growing in formal gardens of the Outer System
colonies. It had been much longer than that since either of them had walked through aforest or meadow
of Earth. Chrisse, pushing ahead, had to keep reminding hersdlf that it wasnormal for plant lifeto be so
vigorous—socompetitive . It seemed that in every square centimeter where something could grow,
something did. No matter how careful you were in placing your feet, aplant or animal down there got
squashed. After the firgt five minutes she accepted that asinevitable, stopped looking down with every
step, and kept her head up to find and take the line of least resistance.

There was one exception to that rule: wherever the fronded vegetation tops were in windless waves of
motion, she stayed well clear.

Now and again shelifted her head, to Stare at the super-bright sky. What she wanted to see wasthe
ghostly spheresthat everyone talked about, but the blazing sun made that impossible.

"Careful!" Tarbush said from behind, and grabbed her shoulders. Chrissie brought her attention back to
ground level. A body-thick stripe of lurid green crossed her path at waist level. Two more steps, and she
would havewaked into it.

No problem? Maybe—except that the stripglistened , and attached to it she saw the bodies of haf a
dozen different creaturesin various stages of digestion. Not dl of them were as smal asthe dark-red
millipede that Danny had picked up. The biggest was long, thick-built and legless, and it probably massed
half asmuch as Chrisse. It was il dive, and wriggling fecbly.

"Thanks, Tarb. Looks nasty. For safety's sake we're going to take a bit of adetour.”

She headed to the lft, to a point where the green strip merged with a stubby upright cylinder like the
bole of asawn-down tree. The bole gurgled faintly. Chrissie moved another four metersto the left before
shefelt comfortable enough to edge past.

"Ridgetop,” Tarbush said, when they had been going for another two minutes. "I'm seeing over."

His height advantage was substantial. Chrissie motioned to him. "Y ou go first. Keep your head down,
and tell mewhat you see”

Tarbush pushed forward for another ten meters, then paused. "Got agood view now. Same as
Vow-of-Silence said. We have the beginning of the cleared area, maybe twenty metersin front of us.
Bare rock. Fence begins about forty meters beyond that. It's like a network, maybe chain-link, soit's
easy to see what's beyond. Other creatures at afew places dong the fence. Guards, maybe? L ots of
legs, big pincers, staksthat probably carry eyes. Big, dark carapaces. Don't see anything that could
possibly be ahuman. Give me aminute, let me watch what they're doing.”

While Tarbush stared in silence, Chrissie cameto his side and craned up astall as she could. Shewasin
the middle of apaich of tal, furry plantsthat smelled like pungent lavender. "Nothing there looks anything
like Friday Indigo,” she whispered. "Wonder how sure V ow-of-Silence was of what she saw?"

"No way to ask her now without bresking radio silence. But I'm reading some behavior patterns. See



the two different szes? The smal onesarein charge of the big ones, I'll bet money onit. Someleve of

language, too, maybe not spoken. Maybe chemicd, like ants and termites. I'm going to move forward a
little farther, get a better look."

"Tarb! Becareful."
Chriss€swarning was too late. He was aready edging out to where the bare rock started.

"It'sdl right. It'sbusiness as usud for them, theré's no sign they see me. Maybe they don't have good
eyes. But | think we've confirmed what Dag K orin suspected when hefirst looked at the space images.
Thisisamilitary operation. These crittersmove like amilitary organization, they'redisciplined andin
unison when they march. Hold on. They'relining up now. Hold on."

Chrissie, hanging farther back, could see nothing. She waited for what felt like minutes, until Tarbush at
lagt said, "Well, I'll be damned. They're going away. They'refiling into one of the buildings—every one of
them, including what | thought were the guards for the fence. What's with them? Lunch bresk? Party
time?'

"Keep your head down!™

Tarbush in his curiosity was beyond the cover of the scrub. "It'sdl right. Theré's no sign of them any
more. Hold on a second, though. I'm wrong, here's one coming out. Lighter-colored, a bit bigger, like. .
.Ohmy God."

"What?'

"It'saperson. A man. Vow-of-Slence was right. There's ahuman inside the encampment.”

"Isanyonewith him? Ishe aprisoner?’

"Doesn't ook like it. HE's on his own. HE's moving toward the fence—he's coming thisway. What do
we do?'

Chrissie couldn't stand it any longer. She hurried forward to Tarbush's Side and stared at the
gpproaching figure, ill about fifty metersaway. "1t must be Friday Indigo. HE'swearing the same style
and color of clothing as Bony and Liddy. It was standard issue for theMood Indigo . Heslimping.”

"Maybe he's hurt. He surelooks like hell. He probably took quite a beating in the storm when his ship
was driven ashore. But he's smiling—and heswaving . Chrissie, he knows we're here. What do we do
now?'

"We ought to turn and run. We weretold, no risks."

"Deb said, turn back if there's any sign of trouble. There hasn't been any. Chrissie, weve at least got to
wait long enough to say hello to him. He's unarmed, and he seems pleased that we're here—look at that
grin, even though he can't possibly know who we are or where we came from.”

"I don't know." Chrissie sounded troubled, but she made no move.

"Hello there." The gpproaching man caled the greeting. He had passed through the fence and was il
grinning. "Welcometo Limbo. | don't know you, but my nameis Friday Indigo."



"I'm Chrissie Winger, and thisis Tarbush Hanson. We came here on aship called theHero's Return .
But you're hurt.”

Now that he was closer, Chrisse could see streaks of dried blood running down from histemplesand
ears. Hisfeet and calves were water-soaked, and more blood had run from ajagged holein the left thigh
of hisauit.

"Oh, that's nothing." Hewas il grinning, and he dismissed hiswounds with one wave of hishand. "I
don't need help, and | fed great. Thisisawonderful planet. Wonderful people onit, too."

"Y ou mean the people who made this?* Chrisse waved her hand, to take in the encampment, with its
cleared airgtrip and the tri-lobed aircraft ready for flight.

"Who else? Comeon, I'll introduce you. Y ou need to meet Two-Four, he'safunny little devil and a
good friend of mine. Oh, and you definitely have to meet The One—especidly The One, heé'sthe
grestes.”

He had turned and was leading the way toward the fence and the encampment. Chrissie began to follow,
but Tarbush said, "Wait aminute. These people you want usto meet. Aretheypeople ? Or are they
diens?'

"They're the Ma acostracans—hit of amouthful at firgt, but you'll get used to saying it." Friday was il
walking, and they were at the gate to the fence. "They're people, but not exactly like us. | mean, not
actual humans. But that's dl right, because they're better than humans. Far better.”

"Now let'shold it right here." Tarbush had stopped just inside the gate, and he and Chrissie were looking
at each other. "1 can see I'd think well of anyone who saved my life—butbetter than humans?1 don't like
the sound of that. Did something else happen to you, messing up your head? Y our ears have been
bleeding.”

"My head is better than it's ever been. I've never thought so well and so clearly.” Friday turned back to
them. "Come on. If you're lucky, The Onewill make you fed the sameway."

Chrissie took a step backward, away from the buildings. "Who isthis " The One' that you keep talking
about?'

"The leader of the Maacostracans. She's beautiful. Oh, don't judge by those specimens. They're lower
level and they look nothing like her."

Friday was pointing toward another of the buildings. Three creatures had emerged.

"Those are the ones | saw before.” Tarbush grabbed Chrissesarm. "Let's get out of here. It was stupid
to comethisfar."

"Not stupid at al." Friday called after them. "Hey, it'srunning that's stupid. Y ou're making my friends do
something that you won't like—I know, because the same thing happened to me. Did you hear what |
sad? Stop running!”

Chrisse and Tarbush ran faster than ever. They were dmost at the edge of the cleared areawhen
Tarbush risked aquick look back. Friday Indigo was standing where they had left him, still urging them



not to run away. The three dark-shelled aiens had advanced to stand by hisside. They carried black
canes, which they werelifting to point toward the humans.

"Down, Chrissie. | think they're going to fire." Tarbush started to throw himsdf flat. Two more meters,
and they would reach the safety of the scrub.

He heard afaint popping from behind, like the burgting of children'ssmall baloons. Then hisbrain was
boiling, turning to liquid and spouting out of his ears. He heard Chrissie scream, and he began hisown
matching scream which was never completed.

They were diving forward, seeking cover—and unconscious before they hit the ground.

27. ON BOARD THE
HERO'SRETURN

"Nine, eight, so seven'snext. Or did | do seven dready?"
Bony was muttering to himsdlf, counting hull partitions as he crawled past them.

He had dready seen more than enough partitions. TheHero's Return was divided dong its entire length
into twenty-meter segments, each separated from its neighbors by bulkheads strong enough to alow
vacuum on either side. That was dl very well for acruiser in space, where during a battle any section
might be breached by enemy weapons; but when you were down on the seabed of an dien planet, with
vacuum alonged-for memory, partitions were nothing more than a nuisance with sedled hatchesto be
negotiated at each one.

Water was seeping into the ship, dowly but steadily, and Bony wanted to know where it came from.
The ship'sexterna sensors were no longer working, which meant he had to examine the condition of the
outer and inner hullsfor himself. That involved crawling the length of the ship and looking for water in the
space between the hulls.

He had begun without asuit, and learned by the fourth segment that was amistake. TheHero's Return
did not have ahilge like aseagoing vessdl, but in agravity field everything seeped down to pool inthe
curved space between the inner and outer hulls. As he passed the third bulkhead he had skidded
into—and falen down in—arevolting mixture of oil, water, and dick ooze. He went back and put his suit
on, but it was dready too late. Hisface and body were coated with black glop, and swesting insde the
suit only made thingsworse.

"Sx—or isit five?' Bony crawled grimly on, oily water covering him to shoulder level and cagting
rainbow reflections from the light in his suit's helmet. Never before had he redlized the true size of aClass
Five cruiser. But now hewasfar past the ship's midpoint, and the curve of the hull was upward. Another
couple of sections and he should have ascended until he was above the water level.



That was smdl comfort. Hisjourney dong the lowest level had convinced him that theHero's Return
was dying, and far faster than the ship's computer was willing to admit. Jettisoning the defensive shields
had been necessary for the ship'simmediate survival when they arrived in the ocean of Limbo, but the
same act had guaranteed long-term and irreversiblefailures.

He reached the last two sections, and discovered worse news. On the ship'sarriva on Limbo its
forward motion had finaly been halted by an underwater ledge. Even at aspeed of afew metersa
second, theimpact of the ship's bow with unyielding rock had buckled and twisted the outer and inner
hulls and mashed them into each other. Worse than the damage to the hull was the destruction of the vital
navigationa instruments mounted at the bows. TheHero's Return would be ready for another trip to
space only after major refurbishing had been performed; which, in practice, meant never.

Bony made hisfina assessment as he clambered up atight spird staircase leading to one of the main
corridors, and from there headed for what had once been the fire control room. It was the most likely
place to find Chan Daton and Dag Korin and give them his report. Bony's message would be agrim one:
the ship could not be used for a Link transition, and it would become totally uninhabitablein afew days.

Chan and the Generd were not in the control room. Tully OToole and Liddy Morse were; dso—a
surprise to Bony—the Angel, Gressdl, immobile and apparently adeep on abroad-based pot of black
earth, while next to it Elke Siry sat at atermind frowning and grimacing and biting her lips. Shewas
hammering akeypad at afuriousrate. Tully OToole and Liddy Morse hovered by, apparently urging her
on.

Bony opened the visor of his helmet and sank down into a seat next to them. His suit was covered with
sticky ooze, but he was too bushed to care. Even though the onboard robots were close to imbecility, a
smple cleaning job should not be beyond them.

"Wel?' Liddy came closer, but she did not try to touch him. He could hardly blame her. But she knew
where he had been, and what he had been doing.

"| give usthree days, if we push everything to the limit.”

Elke had frowned in irritation when Liddy first spoke, but a Bony's words she spun around in her chair.
"Three daysfor what?'

"Three days until were forced to abandon theHero's Return and try our luck ashore. Thisshipisdying
around us" Bony'swave took in thetilted floor, swesting ceiling, and fading wal lights. "It'sonitslast
legs. Any word from Deb and the others while I've been below? They've been gone nearly ten hours, and
it must be getting dark up there."

Tully shook his head. "Nothing. But that's not so strange, because Chan doesn't want radio signals until
we know more about whatever destroyed our orbiters. Well hear from the shore party when they come
back and report, not before. Let's hope they makeit fast, ‘cause thisold ship won't last.”

"Threedays," Elke said. "Damnation. Just when thisis getting redlly interesting.” That wasn't theword
that Bony would have chosen, but Elke went on, "We're making greet progress mapping the multiverse,
and we have some guesses about the way the new Link might work; but | can't continue the analysis
without acompuiter.”

Liddy looked at Bony. "l suppose we can't take it ashore with us?'



"The computer? Not achance. It'sadistributed system with €lements scattered al the way through the
ship. It would be easier to take the power plant, and that weighs three hundred tons."

Gressel showed sudden signs of life, rippling its fronds from top to bottom. " Computer,” the Angel said
in adeep, dreamy voice. "Hmmm, computer. Y es, acomputer isindeed useful in defining the Link
trangition that a homebound ship must make. But that abstract problem, despite Dr. Siry's modesty, is
closeto being solved, and our own internal computational power should suffice to handle the remainder.
Of far more concern, we sugges, is the absence of aship that canmake the Link trangtion. Recdll the
human recipe for making arabbit pie:First catch your rabbit . Accepting what Mr. Rombelletells us,
we ask: Whereisour ship?'

"The diens on shore have aship, and more,” Tully said.
"But will they make one availableto us?'
"Wl if they don't and if they won't, well—"

"Do not continue with that thought." The Angel's voice degpened. "Remember, violence is never the
answer. There are dways peaceful solutions. We will not pursue that subject. Instead, we suggest that a
summary of our current state of knowledgeisin order. Dr. Siry, would you like to proceed?"

"You could do it betfter than|."

"How true. But thisisto an audience of humans , with its own curious culturd referents.” Gressel waved
asucculent sdefrond. "Horses for courses. Better, wethink, if you offer the summary.”

"We-e-ll . .." Elke sighed, but as she turned to face the others she did not seem displeased. "The
amazing thing about the multiverse is not that we've discovered its existence. It's that we've been blind to
it for so long while it was staring usin the face. We've used the Linksto make interstellar jumps
for—how long?' No one spoke. "Wdll, hundreds of years at least. All that time, theorists have argued
that the only way you can go somewhere through aLink is by passing through an intermediate space, one
that's connected differently from our own spacetime. Pointsthat are widely separated in our universe are
close together in the other one.”

"But | thought that “other universe was just sort of amenta picture,”" Liddy objected. "Just away of
visudizing things"

"If it were just apicture, how could it work?" Elke's blue eyes were sparkling and she displayed more
passion than anyone on theHero's Return had ever seen. "No, thisisared dternate universe—it hasto
be, because we travel through it. Our mistake was in thinking that there wasone dternate universe, and it
wastheonly possible aternate universe. What Gressel and | have discovered isalarge
number—possibly an infinite number—of other universes, al just asred asthe onewe came from, or the
onewe'rein here on Limbo. And were finding out alot of things about them. For instance, there are
universesin which al the basic physical constants are widdly different from what were used to. A
trangtion to one of them would be fatd, because nothing like us could survive. We were lucky. This
universe and ours are very close in properties. We know that, because were dive. Also, the universe
that the land diens came from, no matter how dien it may bein other ways, must dso becloseinits
physica constants. Otherwise they couldn't survive here, ether.”

Tully asked, "How do you know they're not from our universe?'



He had moved closer when Elke began to speak, and now to his amazement she reached forward and
placed her hand on hisarm. "The nature of the Link telsusthat! It's completely different from what we're
used to, different from anything we've imagined. For onething, it'son an air-water boundary, which
before we came here | would have said was impossible. For another, if the Link had been present in the
Geyser Swirl for years, the Stellar Group aienswould have found it. But the Angel and | are beginning to
understand it, and how everything works."

Shefinally redlized that she wastouching Tully and pulled her hand away. "It'sdl right," he said, but she
turned quickly to the display controls and went on, " See, were starting to map thestructure of the
multiverse. It contains awhole spectrum of energy levels. Just knowing that those exist is haf the battle.
I've made adiagram of what |'ve been calling "uphill’ and "downhill’ universes. Hereit is" The screen
showed a set of nodes connected by a complicated network of lines. "The yellow arrows are to places
that call for agreater energy expenditure to reach them, the blue to onesthat you can reach more eeslly.
The dienswho made the Link here on Limbo probably came uphill, because the ships weve seen from
orbit don't seem to have huge power units. They'll find it easier to go home than they did to come here.
Wethink the sameistrue of us. Well go home'—sheignored Bony's murmuredIf we go home —"easer
than we came, because the power drain getting to this place was enormous, much bigger than it usualy is
for asngletrangtion.” She paused in annoyance. A buzzing tone like a giant bee was ringing through the
ship, interrupting her find words. "What on earth isthat?'

"Main airlock, with an emergency signd that's not working quite right. Like everything else around here.”
Bony stood up. "It must the shore party, returning to the ship. Come on.”

Heled the rush out of the control room. After afew seconds of hesitation Elke and Tully followed,
leaving the Angd to fend for itsdlf.

"| didn't get to tell them the most interesting part of al," Elke complained to Tully asthey went. "Every
universeruns at itsown individual clock rate. For instance, asthe Anged pointed out, time passesin this
world more than sixty times asfast as on Earth. If we're here for another two days, four months will
elapse for people back home. But it could be alot worse. Gressel estimates from the Structure of the
multiverse that some places run amillion times asfadt. If we stayed in aplace like that for just aweek,
twenty thousand years would pass back on Earth. That'slonger than the whole of human recorded
history. We're mapping multiverse coordinates so we can be sure to avoid placeslike that.”

Elke paused. Even she, sept away by her enthusiasm for science, redlized that Tully was not listening.
He was pretending to, but he was staring ahead in anticipation as they came closer to the airlock. Chan
Daton and Dag Korin had appeared from nowhere, and the Generd was bustling along asfast asanyone
and cursing his aged legs. Bony, still muck-splattered and grimy, earned only araised eyebrow.

"Not too close," Chan snapped when they were at the lock. He spread his arms to keep the others away
from the hatch. "I hope I know whao's coming out of there, but we can't be sure.”

It was anew and disturbing thought. Everyone but Dag Korin took a pace back. The lock seemed to be
cycling dower than usud, and the tension was huge until &t last the hatch did open and Danny Casement

stepped out.

Stepped was perhaps the wrong word. He staggered forward, sagged against Chan, and allowed
himsalf to be supported. When he saw the waiting group he reached up and wearily opened his suit's
visor. "l madeit, but I'm onmy last legs." Hejerked his head back toward the lock'sinterior. "She'sin
bad shape."



"Deb!" Chan released his hold on Danny and jumped forward. But there was no sign of Deb Bisson
ingdethelock. All it held wasthe giant form of VVow-of-Silence, her pipe-stem body tightly curled and
her spindly limbswrapped tight around it.

"What happened?' Chan was reaching down to lift the Pipe-Rilla, but her body remained rigidly knotted.

"Long story." Danny was sitting on the floor, taking deep breaths. "I'll tell you everything when | can sit
down and have adrink—a strong one. Short version: we saw Chrissie and Tarbush cut down right in
front of our eyes."

"Chrisse and the Tarb have beenmurdered ?

"I'm not sure. Either murdered, or they're hostages. They went closer to the dien camp than they were
supposed to, and they were spotted. They tried to run, but the land aliens pointed some kind of gun at
them and they went down. I'd have said they were dead, except that there was another human in the
encampment. It had to be Friday Indigo, from theMood Indigo , and he was walking around free."
Danny dowly roseto hisfeet. "So I'm hoping that Chrissie and the Tarb are dive. But you know how the
Stellar Group fedls about violence. When it looked like two of our party werekilled, VVow-of-Silence
went over the edge into some kind of catatonic state. Deb and | couldn't get her out of it." Danny glanced
at the Fipe-Rilla, unconsciousin Chan Daton's grip. "Don't ever tell me again that it's easier to move
things underwater. | dragged and carried her on land and seafor five hours, and the last part wasthe
hardest.”

"But where's Deb?"

"Still ashore. | wanted her to come with me, but she wouldn't. She said that she couldn't desert Chrissie
and Tarb, and she was a so waiting to seeif the Tinker Composite showed up. Eager Seeker scattered
al over the place. When | left not a single component had come back.”

"L ook after Vow-of-Silence." Chan placed the Pipe-Rillaon thefloor. "I'm going after Deb."

"Thehdl you are." Dag Korin moved to block the entrance to the lock. "We've lost two
areedy—maybe three. | know how you fedl about Deb Bisson, but common sense trumps emotion. It's
night up there. Y ou stay here until morning. Then well review the Stuation.”

"Y ou expect meto st and do nothing?*

"No. | expect you to listen to what Dan Casement hasto say, and then deep. If you can't deep, you Sit
and think. | need brains, not martyrs. Now, the rest of you." Korin turned to the othersin the group to
emphasize that he was not going to listen to any more argument from Chan. "Well have afull debriefing
on shore party activitiesin my quarters. Don't worry, Casement, you'll get your drink there—I'll
guaranteeit." Korin frowned at the group. "We're one missng. Whereésthe Angel ?'

"In the control room,” Elke said. "We were in such ahurry to get here, we left Gressdl behind.”

Korin hesitated. "I'm tempted to say, let'sleave Gressdl right out of things for the moment. But if we do,
Casement will haveto do hisdebriefing al over again later on, and I'm not sure what to do abouther ."
He pointed agnarled finger at VVow-of-Silence, dtill tight-curled and motionless on thefloor. "Oh, dl right.
Rombelle and Morse, you go get the Angdl and bring it to my quarters. Dalton, give me ahand with the
Pipe-Rilla | don't know athing about dien physiology, but the ship's computer should. WEII drop her off
in the med center and hope the unit can give her treetment. Dr. Siry, I'd like asummary of what you and



the Angel have found out since last we talked, and you can give me that while we deal with
Vow-of-Silence

"What about me?' Danny said, as Bony and Liddy hurried away to the control room and Chan hoisted
Vow-of-Silenceto waist level, so Dag Korin could grab the long, curved abdomen.

The Genera stared a him. "Y ou save your strength and put your thoughtsin order. Before any drink
goesto your head, | need you to tell us every last thing that happened before you went ashore and after
you arrived there. 1'd like to know what the land looks like, feelslike, and smellslike. Describe the plants
and animals. Describe the encampment. Describe the diens. Describe the human you saw, if you saw
him. Describe anything and describe everything.” Korin took his share of theload of Vow-of-Silence,
and grunted at the weight. "Y ou carried her back here al aone? Then you deserveto drink the ship dry if
you fed likeit. But you won't see adrop until the rest of us know as much about life ashore asyou do.”

* * %

Danny did his best. What he would redly have liked was along, strong drink immediately followed by a
long, deep deep, but he recognized his responsibility and tried to make sure that the others learned
everything he had seen, heard, thought, and suspected during his day ashore.

The Angd didn't make hisjob any easier. Bony Rombelle and Liddy Morse had trundled it in on an
improvised trolley, and either its desertion in the control room or the rough journey adong the ship's
corridorswas not to its liking. For the first few minutes, Gressel sat hunched asfar down in the pot of
earth as possible, fronds folded. And when the Angel finally began to open and take notice and even
interrupt, there was asidewaysjump toitslogic that left Danny blinking.

"At what exact local time of day wasit when you emerged from the sea?' the Angel asked, as Danny
was busy trying to give every detall of their arriva ashore.

"I'm not sure. Why do you want to know?"
"We wish to develop an exact chronology of dl events affecting the shore party.”
"Well, | can't tdll you to better than an hour."

"Hissuit will tell us" Bony said. "The therma balance would change as he came out of the water and into
air, and that will be recorded againg atimeline.”

"Look into it later." Chan was impatient to move on to the meeting with the land diens. "What next,
Danny, after the group reached the shelter of the vegetation?”

"Wewould like to have removed our suits, for comfort, but there were too many unfamiliar critters
around. And we didn't want to go crawling through the jungle for the same reason. A few of the Tinker
components had aready gone winging off over thetop of the plants, and they al vanished. So we took
the gadget that Bony made, and we gaveit to Vow-of-Silence, and—"

Danny wanted to describe what the Pipe-Rilla had seen through the periscope, but Gressdl wasin firgt.
The Angd clapped top fronds together loudly to gain attention, and interrupted. "Exactly how many
Tinker components flew away?'

Another off-the-wall question. Danny was exhausted, he till didn't have hisdrink, and he found it hard
enough to provide aclear version of eventswithout stupid interruptions. "How many components? I'm



not sure. There were bits and pieces of Tinker coming and going dl the time. What difference does it
make?'

"Perhaps none. Perhaps the number will prove of great sgnificance.” The Angd sank down into silence.
Danny waited, but apparently no more explanation was forthcoming.
"The periscope,” Chan prompted.

"It wasn't long enough for anyone elseto see over theridge,” Danny went on. "But VV ow-of-Silence was
so tall, she could do it. Hereé'swhat she saw—orsaid she saw. Remember now, none of the rest of us
had anything to go on except what wastold to us.”

He summarized what he and the others hidden in the scrub had heard about the encampment, and the
diens, and the form wandering around free that |ooked like a human.

"L ooked to aPipe-Rilla like ahuman,” Dag Korin said. "But damn it, do you think some gooky mifit
lengths of animated drainpipe could look through a shaky handheld periscope, and be sure shewas
looking at a person akilometer or more away?"

The Angd tirred, but Danny could recognize arhetorica question when he heard one.

"We wanted to confirm what V ow-of-Silence had seen," he said, "'so we decided—after abit of
argument—that Chrissie and the Tarb should go take a closer |ook-see.”

"What argument?' Dag Korin said. "1 want to hear about that, too. Don't decide for yoursalf that
something isn't important, and leaveit out. Let's hear thelot.”

Danny sighed. Did they redlly want to know about the dark-red wriggly thing that he had found on the
purple fern? Did they want to hear about Scruffy, and the hasde Deb had given Tarbush about taking the
ferret with him? At some point he knew what they were going to say. Other than bugs and plants and
soil, he hadn't seen a single blessed thing. Everything that he knew about the encampment, about Friday
Indigo, and about the mowing down of Chrissie and Tarbush had come to him secondhand as areport
from either Deb or the Pipe-Rilla. They had seen and spoken, he had listened. He was amere conveyor
of hearsay.

It was easiest to make no judgment, reorganize no facts, and smply offer a stream-of-consciousness
version of events. Let the listener decide what was important.

He described, through V ow-of-Silence's eyes, the appearance of something that looked like a human
which had apparently persuaded Chrissie and the Tarb to move forward when they ought to have
retreated. The approach asfar as the encampment's guarding fence. The emergence of three dark-shelled
and fast-moving shapes. The run for cover—the raised black canes—thefdll, to lie motionlesson the
bare ground.

And now, a last, something to which he could personally attest: the high-pitched, eerie moan that had
emerged from Vow-of-Silence's narrow head. Thefina dispersa of Eager Seeker into agreat cloud of
components, circling Danny and therigid Pipe-Rillalike atornado before flying off in adl directions. And,
five seconds later, VVow-of-Silence's collapse forward at Danny's side, into afit or trance from which
neither he nor Deb had been able to wake her.



"l ask again." the Angdl interrupted Danny's reliving of the moment. "How many components had Eager
Seeker logt, intotd, prior to thisdispersal? Lost from every cause?'

"Doesit matter?' Dag Korin made no attempt to hide hisirritation with Gressdl. "What difference doesit
makeif ahundred or athousand Tinker components flew away?"

Danny was glad to see somebody el se fencing with the Angdl. He no longer had the strength—he was so
tired he could barely follow Gressd's questions, never mind answer them.

"It's because of Tinker Sze and Tinker structure,” Chan said suddenly. "I remember it from twenty years
ago, when | was working with a Tinker Composite on Travancore. | never saw the effect mysdlf, but isn't
there some kind of Tinker stress/stability relation?”

"Thereisindeed." The Angd produced from its speech synthesizer asigh very likeahuman's. "Asa
Tinker Composite growsin sze, it dso growsin inteligence. That iswell-known. What isless commonly
known isthat with increased intelligence comes grester sophigtication in handling threatsto a Tinker's
own safety. Unfortunately, the converse holds true. Reduce the number of components and the
Composite decreasesin gability. Now, as| understand it, Eager Seeker was originaly an unusudly large
Composite. But soon after arrival on Limbo, asubstantid fraction was detached to form Blessed Union,
and went ashore.”

"That'swhat | wastold,” Bony said, then felt embarrassed because he had butted in. He muttered, "But
it never came back."

"And Eager Seeker went at that point from being alarge to asomewhat smal Composite. Y et more
components were lost when the shore party was exploring. A reduced Composite, subjected to
unexpected stresses at such atime, seeks safety using amechanism ingrained through al of Tinker
evolution:solitation ."

"It flies gpart,” Chan said softly. "Disperses.”

"Worse than that. A Tinker can normally disperse at any time, and then reassemble. But a Tinker who
suffers solitation will never come together again as an ensemble without assistance. The components est,
and they can il breed. But they form an uncoupled host of mindless and solitary components.” The
Angd dtirred, asthough the sentient crystalline Singer within the vegetable of the Chassal-Roseimagined
itsown irrevocable separation of parts.

"It'sdeath for the Composite,” Liddy said. She clutched Bony's hand. "It may not sound likeit, but it is.”
"Which meansthat Deb isaone on shore."” Chan looked at Dag Korin. " She waswaiting for Eager
Seeker to come back, but it's not going to happen. And while she waits there she'sa sitting target for
whatever got Chrisse and Tarbush.”

"No." The Generd shook his head. "I know where you're heading with your thinking, Daton, but | won't
dlowit."

"l could go solo. Danny's back, and the ship is safe.”
"Not achance. It would be crazy for you to try, a night and in unexplored terrain. Deb Bisson isasmart

woman, too smart to do anything stupid. Shewon't risk anything at night. Shélll lielow until morning.
Then like as not she'll decide that she can't wait any longer for Eager Seeker, and head back here.”



"I think | ought to go."

"And I'm pulling rank and telling you, for the last time, you're not going. Get agrip, man." Korin stood
up, went to the metal bureau in the corner of the room, and opened the doors. "' Casement wants adrink,
and you should have one, too. We dl should. Come on, Dalton, relax. We're al here, and Deb Bissonis
safe ashore. Not adamn thing is going to happen, here or there, until morning.”

Korin picked up abottle, opened it, and began to pour Santory single-malt whiskey into aline of small
rounded glasses.

Ashedid s0, aloud buzzing drone rang through the whole ship. Once again it signaled for emergency
action. Something, it said, wasin the main airlock of theHero's Return.

28. DEB'SDILEMMA

Deb had listened to Chrisse and Tarbush'slogic for their being the advance scouts. She had been unable
to refuteit, but that didn't mean she was happy with the Situation.

When they l€ft, crawling cautioudy away through the waist-high ground cover, her need tosee , to know
where they were and what was happening to them, grew stronger.

Vow-of-Silence was lucky. She could look through the periscope. Eager Seeker was more fortunate
yet. The Tinker could release inconspicuousindividua components, each one ableto fly high, examine
the Situation, and return to integrate its findings into the Composite. Deb and Danny aone were
information starved. Even if Deb grabbed the periscope she was not tall enough to look over the top of
theridge.

She stood it for about five minutes, during which V ow-of-Slence's remarks were basically one comment
repeated over and over: "Thereisno sign of them. They must be proceeding through the vegetation.”
Finaly she could take it no longer.

She said to Danny, "Stay here and keep your eyes and ears open. I'm going to creep dong to theridge,
and just take a peek over."

He raised his eyebrows, and hiswrinkled face looked far from happy; but he nodded, and before he
could offer any other reaction she was off, snaking into the brush adong the line marked by Chrisseand
Tarbush. She came to the band of lurid green that spanned the way ahead, with its assortment of dead
and dying animds strung along it like beads on anecklace. Shefollowed Chrisseslead in detouring to
passwell clear.

She was keeping her head well down and she sensed rather than saw when she crossed the brow of the
ridge. Ahead of her, if Vow-of-Silence's report was correct, the ground sloped down toward the
encampment. Thirty yardsin front of Deb the vegetation cover would end and be replaced by bare and
Serilerock.



That was as far as Chrissie and Tarbush were supposed to go. If Deb peeked out over the top of the
plants she should be able to see them.

She parted the ferny top growth as delicately as her suit gloves would permit, wrinkled her nose at the
smell of lavender gonerotten, and dowly raised her head.

And gasped.

What were those two idiots playing at? They were far beyond the cover of the plants, walking toward
the fenced encampment. Hadn't they listened to one word of her orders?

Then she saw the third one, way in front of them. It was a human mae, and he was wearing the same
kind of suit asBony Rombelle. Friday Indigo, it had to be—there was no other candidate in thiswhole
universe. Indigo was waving, and now Deb could tell that he was speaking though she couldn't make out
any words. Chrissie was talking back to him—and she and Tarbush were still walking, nearer and nearer
to the fence around the alien camp.

Deb wanted to shout awarning, but if she did that her own position would be reveded. She watched,
gloved hand over her mouth, as Chrissie and Tarbush and Friday Indigo went on, to the gate in the fence
and through it. At that point Tarbush and Chrissie stopped. Chrisse took a step backward. Friday Indigo
raised his arm and pointed, toward the encampment and the buildings that bordered the airstrip.

Deb saw three creatures, each as big as Tarbush—and he was a very big man. They had broad,
blue-black cargpaces, held dmost level, and lots of legs. Deb didn't have time to count them, because
onepair of thediens formidable front clawswerelifting high. They held thick black stickswhose highly
polished curved surfaces gleamed in the bright sunlight.

Tarbush and Chrissie were moving, racing away from the fence and back acrossthe bare rocky plain.
They were dmost a the edge of the dense plant cover when the air between them and the crouching
diensshimmered like a heat haze.

Chrisse went down. Tarbush was dready diving forward into the plants, but he fell afew feet short.
Neither one moved as the armed aiens cautioudy approached and bent over them. Friday Indigo stood
as gtill asadatue, back by the fence. Deb did the same, hidden by the covering fringe of ferns. She heard
agtrange wailing cry from behind her. Danny, or Vow-of-Silence? Fortunately, the dienstook no notice.
Two of them squatted down by folding their supporting legs—ten each, Deb counted—and easly lifted
the unconscious humans.

They headed for the encampment. The third alien lagged behind with its black cane ill raised. Asthey
passed through the fence, Friday Indigo moved at last. He followed them into one of the buildings, a
windowless haf-cylinder of dull yellow that seemed to crouch and merge into the black rock.

Deb was desperate to do something. V ow-of-Silence and Eager Seeker did not know it, but she was
far from wesgponless. She had enough firepower concedled inside her suit to handle adozen unfriendly
diens. But shewasrationa enough to know that attacking the building with Chrisse and Tarbushinside
would be the worst possible thing to do. If they were dead, delay could not further harm them. If they
were unconscious and had been taken as prisoners, an attack by Deb would be a sure way to put all
their livesin greater danger.

Even s0, it took enormous self-control for Deb to retreast dowly and quietly through the thick scrub, over



theline of the ridge and back to their own primitive camp. She did not like what she found there. Danny
was bending over the knotted body of the Pipe-Rilla, and there was no sign of the Tinker Composite.

He shrugged when she asked him. "Nowhere, everywhere. When V ow-of-Silence screamed, Eager
Seeker came gpart. It waslike being in the middle of ahailstorm. | felt components banging into me and
rattling off my suit just like they had no ideawhere they were or where they were going. Then
Vow-of-Silence kedled over. She amost knocked me flat and landed just the way you see her now. |
can't wake her. And I've not seen a Tinker component since they al flew away."

Deb bent down at Danny's sde. The Pipe-Rillas long, gangly body had contorted until her head touched
the end of her abdomen, and her dender jointed legs were tight-wrapped around the narrow body. Deb
tugged a one, and it did not move amillimeter.

"What happened over the other side of the ridge?" asked Danny. "What made V ow-of-Silence scream,
and where are Chrisse and Tarbush?'

"Captured. Unconscious. Maybe dead.”

Deb gave asummary of what she had seen, making it as unemotiona as possible. At the end, Danny
smply nodded and said, "What do we do now?"

It was arelief to have ateam member able to understand the implications of a disaster without going
hysterical. Deb glanced up at the sky.

"Good question. We have maybe four more hours of light. | would say we ought to settle down herefor
the night, but we daren't do that. | don't think the aiensknow where we are, but if they think at al like us
they'll assume that Chrisse and Tarbush didn't come here done. If they head our way, well have to run.
But this'—she pointed to VV ow-of-Silence's unconscious body—"will make a quiet escape impossible.
And then theresthe Tinker. Eager Seeker's components could come back any time. So we ought to stay
here, but | think that's too risky."

Deb looked a Danny. He was smdll, but hewaswiry. "Can you lift Vow-of-Slence?'

"Lift her?' Hisface wrinkled in perplexity.

"Canyou pick her up? Canyou carry her?"

"Of coursel can. Inthislow gravity, it'sdead easy.” To prove hispoint, Danny placed hisarms around
thetight ball of the Pipe-Rillaand lifted her to waist height. " See? No problem picking her up. Troubleis,

if I have to run with her through the scrub I'm going to make adevil of anoise.”

"l know. That'swhy we haveto do it now, and dowly, when nobody's around to hear us. Come on."”
Deb started to retrace their origina path, back toward the sea. "If you get tired I'll give you ahand.”

"Where arewe going?'

"Firgt, we're going to the shore. Then you're going back to theHero's Return with Vow-of-Silence, and
you'l tell the others what's happening. I'm going to stay ashore for the night and wait for Eager Seeker.”

Danny stopped dead. "Now wait a minute. Y ou may be the shore team leader, but after what's
happened—"



"Danny, ask yoursdf this. If it comesto afight who's better equipped for self-defense, Deb Bisson or
Danny Casament?'

"Wadll, you are. Y ou're awegpons master."

"l am. And at the moment there are no Stellar Group diens around to tell methat violenceistotaly
unacceptable. I'm telling you, if they'vekilled Chrisseand Tarbush .. ."

Thelook on Deb's face worried Danny, but he said, "L eaving you done—"

"—Istheonly rationa thing to do." Deb moved forward, heading again for the shore and the sea. Danny
followed. When they were at the water's edge, Deb took V ow-of-Silence's body from him and closed
the Pipe-Rillal's suit visor.

"Sure you can manage both of you underwater?' she asked. "Do you know where you're going?”

"I've got muscles you don't even know about." Danny smiled. "Don't worry, I'll find theway." He Sarted
to close his own suit, but paused. "There's one other thing. They're going to ask me what comes next.
What shouldthey be doing?'

"Tel them that tomorrow morning, if nothing has happened here, | propose to take another look at the
dien encampment. Tell Chanto givemeafull day. If I'm not back then—well, then it will be up to him."

Danny nodded. "Good luck. " He closed his helmet, took V ow-of-Silence's body from Deb, and
headed without another word into the water.

She watched until he was waist deep, then shoulder deep, until at last hissmal figure with its outsized
burden vanished below the surface. Then she turned and faced inland.

The sun was moving behind aline of cloudsto the west, and the evening light suddenly dimmed. The
dark vegetation ahead seemed gloomy and impenetrable. As she retraced her stepsto where they had
|eft their supplies, Deb told herself that she was being foolish. Danny Casement's talentsincluded cunning
and acertain devious charm, but he would be absolutely usdlessin any sort of fight. So why did shefed
S0 much less sure of things now that he was gone?

Maybe because she had no one to boss around now. When you were organizing what other people did,
there was lesstime to worry about yourself.

Deb cametto the big supply casein the clearing that marked their original base. It was exactly as she and
Danny had l€ft it, with no sign of Eager Seeker. As she pulled out afolding chair and sat down, she could
hear unnerving rustles and see smdl movementsin the plants around her. In the growing dusk the native
animd life became more active.

It suddenly occurred to Deb, much to her surprise, that she was very hungry. No one had thought to eat
sncethey left theHero's Return over twelve hours ago.

She opened the supply case, pulled out four sedled containers, and examined them. A solar system
culinary selection: shellfish from the nurseries of Mardake; Europan sea-kale, not her favorite but ahighly
nutritious vegetable korlia , therichly flavored protein that started life as awarm-blooded engineered
plant in Earth's polar regions, and finaly, beer made from the synthetic grains of the Oort Harvesters. On



second thought, Deb reached into the supply case and pulled out another container of that.

She ate and drank dowly and thoughtfully. Now and again she looked up at some faint sound in the
scrub, thinking that maybe it signaled the return of some of Eager Seeker's components. It never was.

The sun was on the horizon now, and full night could be no more than an hour away. Before dark she
would need to pull out adeeping bag and alight in case she needed it before morning. There were no
wesponsin the supply case—the Stellar Group aienswould have vetoed those—but Deb had al she
needed hidden away inside her suit.

She leaned her head back to drain the second container of beer. As she did so, something rushed out of
the plants around the clearing and jumped into her 1ap.

She gasped, dropped the beer, and flicked a needle gun from the wrist of her suit. She had it aimed and
was triggering the release when she saw her assailant.

"Scruffy! Where have you been?' She picked up the anima and held it to her chest. "Y ou fat furball, |
never dreamed I'd be so glad to see you." The ferret snuggled close and whined. "I know, | know. I'm
not your human of choice. But Tarbushisn't here”

Deb glanced in the direction of the dien encampment. "1 hope that your lord and master isdl right, but
we can't find out about that until tomorrow. Now | think it'stime for you and meto settle down for the
night.”"

She placed Scruffy on the floor, removed the flat package of adeeping bag from the supply case, and
waited asit inflated. The expanding bag gave ahisslike a striking snake, making the ferret legp for cover.

"Coward." Deb laughed. It was good to have someone around you more nervous than you were. "Come
on, Scruffy. Let's seeif we can get some deep.”

She didn't have high hopes. There was too much strangeness around her, too many frightening issues
waiting for morning before they could be resolved. Shelay on her back, theferret awarm ova curled on
her belly.

Thelight faded. As night moved on, the mysterious spheresfilled the night sky of Limbo. It was Deb's
first view of them except on adisplay screen. She studied the globes. They were far less bright than a star
or aplanet, but far bigger and far more diffuse. She stretched out ahand at arm's length, and found that
she could barely span the biggest one. The sphereswere so pale, they seemed to hover at the very edge
of color.

Deb closed her eyes. Thiswas what she and Chan and the other team members had hoped to find, back
in the happy days before the quarantine. All they had dreamed of, and more. Thiswas not just an dien
dtar or planet, it was an dienuniverse .

She had intended to open her eyes again, to study in more detail the intriguing spheres of Limbo's
heavens. Somehow it did not happen. Instead she drifted away to other thoughts. What were they doing
now, back on theHero's Return ? Had Danny arrived, to ddiver Vow-of-Silence for treatment and
make hisreport? How was Chan taking it? He was sure to be beside himself, cursaing Dag Korin for
letting her go without him. He took every responsibility personaly, asif he had to solveit by himsdlf
without assistance. He didn't redlize that a partner was someone to share problems, and triumphs, and
defeats. Maybe defeats most of al.



Deb drifted into deep. The spheres of heaven glowed pae above her, wheding their stately course
acrossthe night sky.

* % %

She became conscious dl at once, rolling ingtinctively to her right and aready holding awespon without
knowing what had wakened her. 1t was deep night. Clouds must have moved in, because the glimmer of
the sky spheres had gone and when she opened her eyes she could see nothing at al. Off past her feet
she heard Scruffy giveawarning hiss.

"Now then, no need for dl the excitement,” acheerful voice said. "Here, I'll put alight onif it makesyou
fed better."

A bright yelow-green glow lit up the night. Deb, shidding her eyes againg it, saw amale human standing
about six feet away from her holding aluminous cylinder. As her eyes adjusted she redlized that it wasthe
same person as she had seen the previous day, waving and talking to Chrisse and Tarbush.

"Friday Indigo?' she sad tentatively.

"The oneand only." Heaimed acasua kick at Scruffy, who darted away into the low-growing plants.
"Get rid of the vermin, and we can talk. I'm Friday Indigo. Who areyou?'

"My nameis Deb Bisson." Deb was reluctant to say much until she knew what was going on. Better to
ask questions. "'l think | saw you earlier. Weren't you down in the encampment?’

"You got it." Indigo took astep forward into the clearing, so that he could crouch next to Deb. "'l was
there to greet your friends on behdf of The One. Pity you weren't with them.”

That was ameatter of opinion.
"l saw them shot. Arethey dive?"

"Sure they are. Mind you, they're not in as good shape as | am, because they haven't had a chance to
meet with The Oneyet."

That too might be amatter of opinion. Deb was at last getting aclose-up of Friday Indigo. He claimed to
be in good shape, but he certainly didn't look it. Someone who had been drinking three nightsin arow
and then lost amajor fight might appear the way he did, but chances are they would bein better
condition. His eyes were bloodshot, hisface was pae. Trickles of dried blood ran from his ears down to
his neck. His hair straggled dirty over hisforehead, his clotheswerefull of ripsand tears, and hetrailed
hisleft leg ashe walked.

He didn't appear dangerous, but Deb had quietly been preparing her weapons. If hetried to put amove
on her hewouldn't know what hit him. On the other hand, she had no ideawhat €lse might be lurking out
therein the dark.

"Who isthisThe One that you kegp mentioning?'

"The leader."

"Leader of what?'



"Why, leader of the Maacostracans.” He spoke as though that was glaringly saf-evident.

"The Marla—costrans?"

"Maacostracans. The people who built the encampment on the other side of the hill. The people who
livethere. If you saw your two friends shot—their own fault, | told them not to run—then you must have
seen the Malacostracans for yourself. Only Level Threesand Level Fours, of course. Nothing like
Two-four or The One."

Deb had no ideawhat he was talking about, but she didn't like histone of voice. It wastoo saf-satisfied,
too admiring of the shell-backed diens.

She said, "Did you come here because you want me to meet with them?”

He laughed. "Good heavens, no. They hardly need the onesthey've got. I'm here because The One
wants more information about humans and our universethan | can provide.”

"l can't give you information.”
"I'm not asking you to."

"Then why areyou here?"

"Tofind out if you might have asuit | could borrow. Y ou see, mine was damaged and | can't useit
anymoreto travel underwater. | have to do that tonight. Do you have one?'

"Maybe." Deb knew quite well that the supply case contained a couple of spare suits. “Why would you
want such athing?'

"Because without it, | can't possibly go to your ship and talk to the leaders of your party. Y ou arethe
people, aren't you, who launched the orbiters?'

"What if we are? Why would you want to talk to us?"

Friday stared at her pityingly. "To negotiate, of course. It'smy job to obtain accessto your ship's data
bank. | would have used the one on theMood Indigo , but the poor old thing's abit beat up and | can't
get theinformation systemsto work. Don't worry, | have thingsto offer you peoplein return.”

He snapped hisfingers briskly, asthough his proposal to negotiate on behalf of dienswasthe most

natura thing in the world, and went on, “"Now, Deb Bisson, do you have asuit for me or don't you? If
you do, let'sget meinto it and I'll be on my way. | can't afford to waste time—The One needs results.”

She had to make adecision, and in zero time. "'l have asuit for you. It'sin the supply case. But | should
come with you to point out the quickest way to the ship. And | have to go to the bathroom before we

leave”
"l don't mind waiting while you do that."

"Wadl, I mind. Take the suit and put it on when you get to the beach. I'll see you there in two minutes.”



"Two minutes. All right. No longer.”

He rummaged in the supply case, pulled out alightweight suit, and limped away. He hed hisydlow lamp
high, and he was humming to himsdlf.

Deb looked around her. As she became used to the darkness she was able to make out the line of the
ridge againg the sky and the top fronds of nearby bushes, but everything at ground level wasinvisible.

"Scruffy?' shewhispered. "1 can't see you, but can you hear me? Come on, girl. | don't have much time.”

Therewas arustle close to her feet, and asmall form brushed against her leg. She bent down and
dipped aflat metd ring onto theferret's collar.

"l can't understand you, the way that Tarbush can. But | think you understand me. Y ou're on your own
now. Go find him. Follow histrail." Dark intelligent eyes gazed up at Deb. "Y ou heard me. Find your
idol. Go sniff out Chrisse and the Tarb. Thisisn't much I'm giving them, but it'sthe best | can do. I'll be
back for dl of you assoonas| can.”

29: ALIEN

The ear-gplitting drone rang through the whole ship, blocking out speech until it finally ended.

Dag Korin had paused in the act of filling the last of half adozen glasses with whiskey. "So I'm wrong
again,” he said, in the dead silence that followed the drone. " Seems were not done for tonight after all.
It'sthe main airlock again. Daton, would you?'

Chan was already on the way, racing back the way he had come an hour earlier. When he reached the
lock it was dtill cycling. Asthe hatch opened and he saw Deb's face behind the suit's visor helet out an
explosive gasp of relief. He wasreaching to grab her in abear hug, ignoring the fact that her suit streamed
water, when he saw the second figure standing behind her in the lock.

It was aman, much too short to be Tarbush Hanson.
"Who the hdl—"

"Friday Indigo,” Deb said loudly. Then, opening her helmet, she put afinger to her lips and mouthed,
"Chrisseand Tarb dive. Don't talk, take cuesfrom me."

The man limped forward and snapped open hisvisor, to reved atired face whose smiling mouth was
stained and crusted with a sticky purple residue. "Friday Indigo, captain and owner of theMood Indigo .
| need to talk to whoever isin charge of this ship. Isthat you?'

"No. I'm the second in command." Chan glanced at Deb and saw her nod. "But | can take you to
Generd Korin."



"Let'sgo, then." Indigo glanced about him with pale, intense eyes, asthough drinking in every detail of
theHero's Return . "'l don't have much time.”

Deb urged him to go ahead of her and said, "Before anyone will talk to you, Mr. Indigo, youre going to
have to explain what happened to the crew members who were captured on shore.”

"l told you, they'redive."
"And safe?’
"Safer than they would be here. Thisdump lookslikeit'sfalling apart.”

Deb, walking dightly behind Chan and Friday Indigo, could not argue with that. In the time she had been
away, lessthan twenty-four hours, the air had become more clammy, the corridor smelled stale and
rancid, and water dripped from every overhead feature.

Chan, leading the way, took his cue from Deb and did not speak until they reached Dag Korin's
quarters. When he entered the room everyone sat in exactly the same position as when he had left. Their
attention wasrigidly focused on the door, and al the whiskey glasseswere empty.

"Generd Korin." Chan had decided as they walked that the less he said, the better. Everyone could see
for themsdavesthat Deb was with him, while Chrissie and Tarbush were not. "Thisis Captain Indigo, of
theMood Indigo . He needsto talk with you."

"Generd. Pleased to meet you." Friday nodded. His eyes scanned the othersin the group. He frowned
and seemed dightly puzzled when he saw Bony Rombelle and Liddy Morse, but Gressdl, squat and dark
green, drew most of his attention. He stared at the Angel for afew moments, then abruptly sat down
without being invited. His eyes blinked.

"Generd Korin," hesaid, in adifferent tone. "It ismy understanding that you are the leader of thisforce.
| wish to speak with you on behdf of the Maacostracans.”

"Of thewhat 7' Dag Korin bristled.

"Médacostracans. Whom we call the People.”

"Never heard of 'em.”

Bony Rombele, unexpectedly, said, "'l have."

He and Liddy had been sitting inconspicuoudly against onewall. Now everyone stared, and he blushed
and went on, "Wdl, not actualyheard about them, but read about them. And not these particular things,
just the name. | think the word must have come out of atrandation unit, becauseMalacostraca isthe
officia descriptor for aclass of Earth crustaceans. It includes animalslike, you know, crabs and

lobsters”

Dag Korin scowled at him, and he subsided. Liddy nudged him in the side and whispered, "1 wasright.
Youdo know every useless piece of information in the universe.”

"Captain Indigo,” Korin said, "you can cal your Maawhat-nots anything you damn well please, and it
won't cut any icewith me. First, let me say that I'm sorry you lost your own ship.”



"Where did you get that idea?' Friday looked puzzled.
"Our computer tried to communicate with it, without success.”

"The com antennas were smashed in the ssorm. But the Maacostracans lifted the whole ship onto land,
and theMood Indigo isin pretty fair shape." Friday stared around him. "I don't have any use for it now,
of course, but last time | looked at my ship it was in much better condition than this heap of junk.”

Korin'sjaw musclestightened. "Captain Indigo, | was merely being polite when I mentioned your ship.
To be honest, | don't give arat's ass what the creatures on shore did for it or to it. What concerns meis
that they disabled two of our orbiters, without provocation and without warning. And they captured two
of our people. True, or false?'

"I would prefer to say, they have temporarily detained them. Y our crew members are dive and well.
Upon the completion of satisfactory arrangements, they will be returned.”

"I don't know what you're talking about. What's a " satisfactory arrangement'?”

"l will explain." Friday Indigo's voice changed again, becoming more formal and precise. "To
demondtrate good intention, thisinformation is provided in advance of any agreement between us. | will
now make certain statements, to any of which you may if you choose offer objections or
countersuggestions.

"Firgt, neither you nor the People are native to this planet, or even to thisuniverse.

"Second, this planet isitself an anomaly, in that it is able to support life. The overall structure of this
universe is unfavorable for both the occurrence and the persstence of life. Thisuniverseisnot thereforea
suitable Site for widespread colonization.

"Third, the People redize that the universe from which humans cameis highly suited for the support of
living crestures, including the People; more so, in fact, than any other of their expeditions have reported
to date in the exploration of other universes.”

Korin'shead lifted. "Where did they get information about where we came from?”

"| provided it to them," Friday said calmly. "However, even with al the help that | could give, the People
lack enough knowledge of how you came hereto perform aLink trangtion. Let me continue. Fourth, if
you do not obtain help from somebody, you'll never be able to go home."

"And how the hdll do they knowthat ?' Theveinsin the sdes of Korin's neck were bulging.

"| suggested it to them, and confirmed the fact when | came here. Although you may have the data
needed to return to your own universe, you lack asuitable vehiclein which to do so. Thiswasmy
suspicion before | came aboard this ship, and it is evident by observation. Space vessals do not take
kindly to a sea environmen.

"Fifth, this planet itsalf, while supporting life, is an unsuitable long-term base for operations. Its principa
defectsare asfollows. . ."

AsFriday spoke, Liddy waswatching him closely. Finally sheleaned close to Bony and breathed in his



ear, "He's changed. He speaks differently, and there's something peculiar about him.”

"Theresureashdl is" Bony hissed back. "He's at-traitor to his own species. He s-sold us out—to a
bunch of smart |obsters!™

"I don't mean that. | mean the way he looks.”
"Helookslike shit!"

"l don't mean that, either. | mean the way he looks atme . When we hadn't been around each other for a
couple of days, he dways had that—well, you know, thatleer , like he'd bought me and he owned me.
But now helooks—"

"Don' tell me how helooks! He's alecherous bastard. If he touches you—"

"Bony! Not now." Othersin the room were looking their way. Only Friday Indigo, smiling serenely,
seemed not to notice.

"So thereisample basisfor cooperation,” he was saying. "If you do as The One suggests, and guide the
People—safdly—through the Link to your own universe, you will be granted your lives and your
freedom. Those of your party who are now held captive will be released and returned to you. However,
if you refuse to cooperate, The One will be forced to regard you as an enemy of the People. Y our
surviva, on thisworld or e sawhere, will then be highly improbable. The technology of the Peopleisfar in
advance of anything known to humans, or to any others of the Stellar Group. For example, the People
possess full control of gravity. That permitstheir Linksto be placed on the surface of planets, and their
interstellar shipsto land on or leave from there. They also possess weaponsfar beyond any that you have
ever seen. The device which annihilated your orbiters could with equal ease destroy thisship. Itis
impossible not to admire and bow down to the superior powers of the People.”

He stood up, apparently unaware of the expressions of disbdlief and disgust on the faces of his audience,
and continued, "Even when you agree to become dlies of the People, many detailswill till remain to be
worked out. It was my task tonight only to come here and propose away in which you might serve the
Peopleto your and their advantage. | will leave now.”

"Now wait aminute." Chan had been watching Dag Korin. The Genera wasred in the face and seemed
beyond speech. Chan went on, "Y ou can't just say your piece and run away. We have to talk more
about this. | have questions—we dl have questions.”

"Therewill be an opportunity for you to ask questions through your chosen representative. But not now.
| have been herefor too long, and The One awaits my return. | must go."

"It's night on the surface. An hour or two more won't make any difference.”

"I must go." Friday limped toward the door. "Have your talks. | can find my own way to the airlock and
back to the shore without assistance. Tomorrow, you will send two people with your answer. One will
be your representative, who will be privileged to meet with The One. The Ma acostracans would prefer
that you, General Korin, as group leader, be that representative, but they do not insist on it sinceyou
must enforce discipline here." He pointed to Deb Bisson. "She will be the other, to serve only asguide.
She will lead you to the place on the shore where we left, and we will meet at midday exactly. Now |
must go."



"Thisisridiculous,” Chan said. "At the very leest—"

Hiswords were drowned out by the powerful voice of the Angdl's synthesizer. "L et Friday Indigo go.
Do not seek to delay his departure.”

"Thatisright.] must go ," said Friday, and |ft the chamber.

"Do not try to accompany him." Gressdl was a maximum extension, fronds unfolded and wildly waving.
Chan, all set to chase after Friday Indigo, jerked to a halt.

"Why not? What's going on?"

"Wejust had ameseting with alow-down, treacherous swine," Dag Korin said. "That's what's going on.
He sold out the whole human race.” Korin stood up and walked acrossto bang hisfist onthewall. "The
bag of dime, inmy day held have been put up againgt awall and shot.”

Heglared at the Angel. "Y es, he damned well would, and should, and good riddance to him, and | don't
care what you and the rest of the Stellar Group think. There's nothing worse than somebody who betrays
his own people. Surely even you can seethat.”

"We can." Gressdl spoke a normd volume. "Angels and humans may be very different, but we are dike
inthis Wefind it difficult to abide one who turnsloyadty away fromits own kind, and offersthat loyaty
toward another.”

"Well, that's exactly what Friday Indigo isdoing.”

"No. Friday Indigo did not betray humans—"

"Of course hedid!"

"—because the being who came here tonight was not human.”

"Of course he's human! He wasn't on anofficial human expedition, but he came here from Earth with
Bony Rombelle and Liddy Morse, on theMood Indigo . Ask them."”

"We see no reason to doubt that. But Friday Indigo isnot human. Heisdien."
"Y ou're mistaken. Hesashuman as| am.”

"No. We are completely sure. It takes one to know one . The being who spoke to ustonight isas
different from humankind asany Angel. We say again,Friday Indigo has become alien ."

Liddy gasped and said, "l told you so!" Dag Korin stood frozen against thewall. Elke Siry clutched
convulsvely a Tully OToole, her fingernails cutting into hisarm. Therest of the room sat like Satues.

"How isthat possible?’ Korin said at last.

"We areless sure of this. However, we suspect that ascan of Friday Indigo's brain would reved the
presence of something which isfound in no other human. A type of Maacostracan, perhaps an
embryonic form, residesthere.” The Angd turned dowly and clumslly on its base, so that the Speech unit
faced the wall where Bony Rombelle and Liddy Morse were Sitting. ™Y ou spent many Earth weekswith



Friday Indigo. Did he display any specid tadent for dien languages?"

"Noneat dl," Bony said. Liddy added, "Hedespises diens. To him, diens are bugs or vegetables—I'm
sorry, but that'swhat he said. | can't imagine him learningany dien language.”

"And yet, the being who spoke to us understands the needs and desires of the Ma acostracans, well
enough to be trusted to negotiate on their behdf. In evaluating what was said tonight, do not think of the
Malacostracan proposal as presented by ahuman. Call him Friday Indigo if you wish, but recognize that
he is now no more than a communications device. We believe that litera truth was spoken, with the
words,| must go . The creature in thisroom was obeying an overriding imperative which could not be
denied."

"Ordersfrom The One—whatever that is." Chan had learned something long ago in his dedlings with the
Angels. When an Angdl said it was sure of something, that implied aleve of certainty beyond anything
offered by a human. "And The One wants our answer tomorrow. By that time, wed better have a plan of
our own."

30: IN THE DARK

"Not very smart." Tarbush Hanson squatted on the floor, holding his head. ""Deb tells us not to go near
the camp, so what do we do?"

"I think she might have done the same." Chrisse was fedling her right shoulder, which had taken most of
the impact when she pitched forward unconscious onto rocky ground. "1 mean, when you see aman
grinning and waving to you, and you are pretty sure that you know who heis. . ."

They were speaking in whispers. The room was half dark, shaped like along teardrop with akeyhole
opening, eight feet tall and half aswide, a the far end. In the chamber beyond, crab-like figures clicked
across the floor and seemed to take no notice of Chrissie and Tarbush; but two of them carried black
canes, and neither human was keen to risk another jolt. Muscls spasms from the last time till resonated
inevery limb.

They had awakened at almost the same moment and spent the first few mindless minutes taring up a a
ceiling spangled with flecks of light. It wasjust aswell that they were faceup, because shallow water
lapped at the back of their heads. Tarbush's groan, when first he tried to move, told Chrisse that he was
just afew feet away with his head down near her feet. They sat up dowly, shivering, moving closer
together and leaning against each other for support.

"Thank God for the suits," Chrisse said. "Otherwise we'd be soaked and freezing. It'scold in here. Any
ideawherewe are? The last thing | remember, we were outdoors and it was bright daylight.”

"It's night, unless my helmet readout is on the blink. And wereinsde abuilding. But not too far ingde,
because theré's fresh air coming from somewhere. | can smell those plants. Do you still have your stuff on
you?"

Chrisse fet ingde her suit to her pockets and the hidden pouches. "Y eah. Either they didn't know | had
it, or more likely they don't care. I'm not sure afew magic tricks would be much use against those zapper



canes. Even if they are, thisisthe wrong timeto try anything. It's going to be up to you, Tarb. Areyou

getting anything?’

"Nothing that we can use so far." He was staring intently through the keyhole-shaped doorway at the
creatures beyond. "Three different Sizes, but al with the same body type. | was right about the definite
pecking order. Postures give it away. There's an inferior/superior relation among them, with the smallest
ones at the top of the heap.”

"Y ou're getting that out of their behavior pattern?!
"Y eah. Not too difficult, though. The black sticks must have more than one mode of use. Thelittle ones
touch the middle-sized ones on the underside, and they jump like they've been jabbed with an eectric

prod. Then they go off and take it out on the big ones, andthey jump. Looks like the big onesdo al the
actua work. But you know what?"

"Only if youtdl me"

"Thelittle ones aren't the king of the hill, either. They're scuttling around like they've got the fidgets,
waiting for something.”

"Will you be able to talk to them?”

"They won't understand meif | do. | can read genera behavior, but they're too dien for anything more
than that. For talking you'd need Tully the Rhymer. Hold on. They're getting redl excited. Hear them
chittering away there? I'm going to sneek ahit closer.”

Tarbush eased forward on hands and knees. Chrissie followed without aword. A ledge formed a step
up from the chamber that they werein, leading to adrier level beyond, and Tarbush stopped just short of
it.

"Dont go any farther." Chrissie was right behind, whispering in hisear. "Thelight'salot brighter in there.”

"Itis. But | don't think it matters. | could do a song-and-dance act right now, and nobody would notice.
Look out. Here comes whatever they've been waiting for. Everybody grove."

At thefar sde of the well-lit center chamber was another keyhole aperture and yet another room. What

lay beyond was in darkness, but the crab creatures were lining up to face the opening and bending their
many legs until their flat undersides touched the floor.

"Sweet Lucy!" Tarbush shuffled backward, bumping into Chrisse on the way. "Get aload of that."

An object like abulky black rock was creeping through the far doorway and into the central room. It
wastaller than Tarbush and was supported on awrithing nest of thick tentacles that protruded from holes
initslower part. Asit moved forward dl the animasin the chamber lowered themsdlvesin attitudes of
obeisance.

"Seewhat it'scarrying." Chrissie wasright next to Tarbush, her lipsto hisear. "Am | seeing things?"

"You'renot. And it'sgoing to—"

A thinner black hose hung down from the rock's right-hand side. It curled around an oblong green box.



Asthe hulking rock crossed the chamber toward Chrissie and Tarbush, the box uttered a preliminary
series of coughsand sighs.

"Thisis not the most efficient means of communication." The voice coming from the trandation unit
was harsh and dow, but each word was clear. "However, | am presently too busy to take the time
necessary for your conversion. Do you understand me?"

There was a pause, until Chrissie whispered, "We have to answer.” And then, more loudly, "Y es, we
understand you."

"Listen closely. Your future is uncertain. If your kind agreesto serve the People, you will become
part of that service. You will be released, but before that happens you will be modified to provide
additional trandators. Also, if the trandator we are currently using dies, or ceases to function,
one of you will become a trandlator. If your kind refuses to serve the People, they and you will die.
Until then, you are prisoners and will not leave these chambers. You will be fed, but should you
seek to escape, the Level Threes and Level Fours are instructed to kill you without hesitation. Is
all thisclear?"

Chrissenodded. "Yes. Itisclear."

"Good. If you are hungry, this may be used to ask for food." Thetentacle laid the trandation unit on
the floor, next to the ledge. The lumpy rock did not turn, but drifted away backwards across the central
chamber. Asit vanished through the far opening and the prostrate creatures rose with an outburst of
clicksand whistles, Tarbush looked a Chrisse.

"Allclear . Not clear to me, it weren't. What was al that gab about being trandators, and serving the
People?!

"l don't know." Chrissesfacewas pae, and her nostrilsflared. "1 just wanted it to go away. I'm not a
coward, Tarb, you know that. But I'd have said anything, | was so afraid it would reach out one of those
snaky arms andgrab me. Whatis that thing?'

"Judging from the way the rest of them behave, it'sthe big boss. | didn't carefor it, either. Did you hear
the optionsit gave us? If this happens, you die. If that happens, you die. If you do this, you get killed. If
you'rered lucky and thingswork out al right, you get converted into atrandator. I'm not surewhat a
trandator is, but | have thefeding | wouldn't enjoy being one."

"What are we going to do, Tarb?'
"I don't know. But I'll tell you this. If you don't want somebody to escape, saying that you'll kill them if

they try to escgpe may stop them trying. But telling them you'll dso kill 'em if theydon't try to escape
grikesme asdumb.”

"Wetry to escagpe?’

"That's my thought. But how?" He stared around the poorly lit room. "No windows. No exit, except the
one that leads through to the chamber of horrors there. Floor's solid, so's the ceiling. Come on, Chrissie,
we need a bit of your magic.”

"Y ou were the one who said you can fed fresh air. That's not possible unless there's some sort of
through draft.”



"That'sit, lady. Now you're thinking. Let's see what we can find."

They waked dowly toward the dimly lit rear of the room, splashing through water that degpened to their
knees. Close-up, the wall showed a definite grain.

"Likewood," Chrisse murmured. "But | don't seeany joins. It'slikeitgrew , dl in one piece.”

"Seamless.” Tarbush extruded the cutting tool of the emergency repair kit from his suit's forearm and dug
a thewdl. "And tough. Thiswill pierce most things, and I'm not making adent.”

"What about this?' Chrissie was bending down to ingpect acircular holein thewal covered by a
coarse-woven mesh. "l think thisisaventilator. | can fed adraft.”

"Let me haveago." Tarbush applied the point of the knife. "This cuts easily. | can remove thewhole
thing if 1 want to. Not that it will do us much good. The hole's only about four inches across.”

"How deep?'

"Hold on." Tarbush removed the little spotlight from his suit's hemet, shone it into the hole, and peered
after it. "At least afoot. Thewall'salot thicker than | expected.”

"Let metry something.” Chrissereached in, until her arm was buried to the shoulder. "1 think I'm &t the
end, and it's not covered with amesh. My hand feels asthough it's out in the open, therésabreeze on it.”

S0 your hand can escape. Not too useful for therest of us. Let's seeif there's another one somewhere
esethat'sbigger.”

Working in sllence, they went in opposite directions around the perimeter of the room until they cameto
the keyhole doorway that led to the other chamber.

"Anything?' Tarbush whispered.
"One more ventilation tube, ssme size as before. Y ou?"

"Nothing. Unless you want to take alook in there." Tarbush nodded his head toward the central room.
With the rocky monster gone, the crab creatures were once more upright and busily moving a set of
nested vertical tablesto horizonta postions.

"l don't want to, but we haveto." Chrissie stepped forward. " Stay where you are. No point in both of us
taking achance.”

"Chrissel" But Tarbush stayed closeto thewall as she moved into the central chamber, adding only a
hissed, "Stop if they point the sticks."

"Trust me. But I'm going to try to talk to them." Chrissie stepped up onto the ledge and advanced to
where the trandation unit lay on the floor. As she picked it up, three of the biggest of the creatures
stopped work and moved in her direction.

"Food," shesaid loudly. "The big boss says we can have food."



Thetrandator produced a sequence of whistles and clicks. Chrissie waited. Eyestakswiggled. Finaly
one of the creatures chittered, and the trandation unit said, " Us not can. Not move."

It retreated across the floor, to the far doorway of the chamber and beyond. Itstwo fellows had raised
black canes and were pointing them directly at Chrissie.

"What now?' But it was hardly a question, and she did not expect Tarbush to answer. She did not dare
to move, and waited frozen in position until at |ast the creature reappeared. It was accompanied by
another haf itssze.

The smal one advanced to stand in front of Chrissie. It waited. Findly it chittered into the trandator unit,
which said in one rush of words, "Why is this used— What is the problem— Was there no meeting
with The One?"

Chrissie could answer the last question. "If Big Rocky isthe same as The One, we had ameseting.”

"But there was no transfer?" The eyestalks of the little anima swiveled and seemed to be staring at
Chrissesears. "Ah, | seeitistrue. Therewasin your case not yet a transfer. What do you want?"

"Wewould likefood." Chrissedid not fed in theleast like eating, but it was the only thing that she could
think of.

"Therest period is here. It is not food time."
"The Onetold uswe could have food."

Apparently she had said the magic words. The creature in front of her clacked and whistled, and the
trandation unit said aboruptly, " You will be given food, the same food as the converted one. Then you
will remain quiet until day comes, or you will be punished. Go back into your room."

Chrissieretreated. As soon as she was beyond the ledge, a curtain of mist seemed to close across the
keyhole opening. It gradudly solidified, until in haf aminuteit looked exactly like abrighter verson of the
rest of thewall.

"l guessthat didn't work," Tarbush said softly. He went across and rapped on the new wall. "Quite a
trick. Perfectly solid. | thought you were promised food?!

"Maybeit changed itsmind." But afew moments later, the part of the wall nearest the floor rippled. An
object shaped like asmdl ded came floating through into the room and stood six inches from the floor
unsupported. Tarbush bent down to lift the lid of the oblong container that sat on top of the ded, and
recoiled.

"Sweet Lucy! If that'swhat they call food . . ."

He clapped the lid back on the box, but not before Chrissie had seen dozens of purple tentacles
reaching and wriggling out over the edges.

"l wasn't hungry anyway," she said. As shewatched, the new wall dowly began to darken. It wasthe
only source of light, and within aminute she could not make out Tarbush's outline. "Thet little effort didn't
help a dl, did it? Were worse off than we were before.”



"Not redly.” Tarbush again turned on the little spotlight in the helmet of his suit. "They're not watching us
any more. We're freeto fiddle around any way we like so long aswe don't make alot of noise."

"So what do we fiddle aroundwith dl night long?* Chrisse advanced, until she sood in front of him and
could tilt her head back to look at his frowning face, shadowed by the lamp above it. "Do we take that
ded gpart and try to understand how it floats in the air with no support? Or do we it in the corner and
play with ourselves? | don't have any idess. Do you?'

The scowl that he gave her wasits own answer.

31: THE NATURE OF THE
MULTIVERSE

After the Angel's pronouncement on the nature of the changed Friday Indigo, Dag Korin couldn't wait to
get everyone away from his private quarters.

"Goon," hesaid. "Get out of here. It'sfar too late for an old man like me, and you must be tired, too.
Go get agood night'sdeep.” Andto Gressdl, "A good night'stranspiration for you, or whatever you do
inthe dark."

And then, one by one, Dag K orin contacted every human and told them to come back.

"I had to doit thisway," he explained, when the bewildered group was reassembled. "Y ou know how
the Angel would react if | told him | planned to take Friday Indigo and use his guts for suspenders. We
need a private planning sesson without any diens. What's the status on the Pipe-Rilla?"

"Still curled tight,” Tully OToole said. "She'sin the cool medica unit near me, and every time | go past |
snesk apeek. How long can aPipe-Rillagtay frigid rigid?'

"Months." Elke was the only onein the room who didn't look the least bit tired. "It's not abig ded, they
aways curl themsdlvesthat way when they edtivate. In fact, | suspect that stress may smply induce an
unplanned egtivation. If o, Vow-of-Silence will be hyperactive when she wakes."

"Then the longer she deeps, the better. Let'sleave her that way." With every seat taken, Korin perched
ontheliquor cabinet. "All right, first question. How much of that guff about the superior science of the
Malacogties do we believe?’

"All of it." Elkereplied at once. "'I've studied our space images alot more sSncelast timewe talked. The
buildings around the airstrip morph every few hours, in their numbers and their sizes. An area of seven
hundred square kilometers was cleared and sterilized, with no sign of radioactivity. And ther aircraft and
ships, from everything I've seen of them, ought not to be ableto fly. They possess technology weve
never dreamed of "

"l was afraid you'd say that. Anyone disagree?' Korin glanced around &t the circle of gloomy faces. "All
right, so | haveto bdieveit. The Mallies have science and wegpons different from and maybe superior to



ours. What they did to Friday Indigo shows that they regard us as expendable. That tells me theré's no
way we can dlow them into our universe. The Angels and the Pipe-Rillas may think those bastards can
be nice guys, but even anice guy who can do anything he likes tends to do thingsyou won't like. If we
want to live—and | assume we do—wed better find aplan of action that lets us.”

"Easer said than done.” Elke was hbiting her fingernails, dready chewed down to the quick. "The Angel
and | have agood idea of the structure of the multiverse, and we think we know how to set coordinates
to go to any universe—including the one we came from. But we've beaten our brains out for away to get
there. Our only chance would beto talk the Maacostracansinto lending us one of their ships, and it's
pretty clear they aren't about to do that.”

"I never said it would be easy, Elke. But any plan, even aterrible one, isalot better than no plan at all.
So I'm going to throw out ideas. Y ou can dl chip in or disagree any time you want.

"Firgt, and this one's ano-brainer: somebody has to go ashore tomorrow morning with Deb Bisson. We
haveto talk to the Mallies, no matter how much we hate 'em. We've been told that they can blow this
ship up any timethey fed likeit, and if we don't cooperate with them well automatically be considered an
enemy. We need to leave here soon—we'd better, because this hulk is dying around us—but right now
were agitting duck.

"'So who goes with Deb Bisson? Well, I'm not inviting discussion, because thisone I've dready
decided.” Korin turned to Chan. ™Y ou've been itching to go and look for trouble ashore for days—"

"l accept.”
"—a0 here's your chance. Y ou and Bisson seem to work well asateam.”
"Wedo. Any other ingructions?'

"Not without bresking one of my own golden rules. In an unpredictable situation, the man or woman on
the spot should make the decisions, not the generd sitting on his assamillion miles away from the action.
But I'll tell you what | expect from you. | needtime . Timeto organize ourselvesto leave this ship and
establish abase on shore. And timefor Elke and the Angel to nail away to get usthrough the Link and
off thisdump of aplanet." Korin waved hishand at Elke. "I know, | know. We don't have aship, and |
don't see any haf-rationa hope of getting us one. We need timefor that, too. Y es?'

His question was addressed to Tully OToole, who was holding up his hand.

Tully glanced at Danny Casement Sitting next to him, who nodded and said, "'Friday Indigo didn't say we
could only send two people ashore. He said they only wanted two people to take our answer to them.”

"What are you proposing?'

"We have two of our team membersin the hands of the Malies. Tully and | talked about this even
before you caled us back here. Wed like to go ashore and take a shot at rescuing Chrissie and the
Tab."

Instead of replying, Dag Korin leaned back and put hishand over hiseyes. Findly he said, "Damn me,
that'sahard one. | don't know what your friends are going through up there, but | can't imagineit's
pleasant.” Hetilted his head forward and stared at Danny. "Worse than anything, | hate to lose people.
Ninety-nine percent of meison your Side, cheering you on to giveit ashot. But | can't let you doit. We



have a proposd from the Malies sitting in front of us. We don't understand dl itsimplications, but we
have to exploreit farther. Now, if you make arescue attempt, whether you succeed or whether you fall,
you'll drop amine on what Chan Daton isdoing. So it has to be no—though | wish there was some way
| could say yes."

Danny protested, "So we just Sit around, waiting?”

"Did | say that? Were going to be busy, every one of us. Soon we're going to leave theHero's Return
and set up camp on shore. We have to pick asite acomfortable distance from the Madlies, preferably in
an inconspicuous place that can eadily be hidden from overhead inspection. Elke Siry, that's your job.
We must aso decide what we need to take from this ship and what wecan take—Bony Rombelle, Liddy
Morse, and Tully OToole, you make the list and assemble everything by the main airlock. Keep it
practical and assume we're never coming back. Food and shelter should be tops, but remember we can't
make many trips and we can't carry too much. Danny Casement, you and | are going to float. WEll help
out anywhere were needed. Any questions?”

"How long do we have?' That was Elke, dready on her fedt.

"Before Chan Daton and Deb Bisson leave, | want to know where were going and what we're taking
with us. Tomorrow | want us ashore. Anything ese? Otherwise, let's get going.”

Elke nodded. "One other thing, and it's not good. Before | returned here | checked the condition of our
external sensors. Air pressure at the surface has been dropping and wind speeds are picking up. We
don't have metsats to provide confirming images so | can't be absolutely sure, but | think another big
gtorm is on the way—worse than when wefirst arrived. Thefirst front will hit this area sometime tonight,
with high windsand rain. Then wélll havealull, low winds and clear skies, maybe lasting dl day
tomorrow. But two days from now thereal hurricane hits. Either we're out of here and somewhere safe
before that, or we won't be going anywhere at al.”

* * *

Everyone gave up dl thoughts of deep. When the meeting broke up, Elke Siry at once headed aft. Chan
Dalton followed her.

Sheturned asthey cameto the entrance of the control room. "What do you want?Y our assgnment may
not begin until tomorrow, but mine aready started. | don't havetimeto talk.”

"Thiswill take only five minutes" Chan followed her in. "Let me start with aquestion. Y ou understand
more about the multiverse than anyone on board. Suppose we could capture a Ma acostracan
vessel—don't ask me how. What would our chances be of performing aLink trangition in that ship,
without help from them?'

"How long would we have to study their controls and operating systems?’

"Let's say, an hour or two."

"Forget it. Without their help our chanceswould be onein abillion. For Sarters, we have no idea how to
opentheLink itsdf. It turns on and off in away that we don't understand, and it's been off dmost al the

timesncewearrived."

"It was open whenever one of our ships came here.”



"l sugpect that it opens whenever something wants to come through thisway, but for shipsthat are
leaving it's controlled locdly by the Mdllies. | redize that Generd Korin believestheuseof andien shipis
our only hope for finding our way home, but I can't imagineit being possible. They won't loan usaship,
and they won't open the Link for us."

"All right, adifferent question. Back in Generd Korin's quarters, you said that you and the Angel know
how to set coordinates for aLink transfer to any universe. True?"

"Quitetrue. Of course, | meant we know how to do it using a ship that we understand. Not an dien ship.
But with our own vessd, | think weld be ableto Link to any exit point in any universe."

"Can you describe how?' Chan could see that she was becoming impatient.

"Certainly. Once you've made a structura map of the multiverse, navigation across the different energy
levelsisnt difficult. But you have to be extremely careful what youre doing.”

"Because of the different timeratesin different universes?’

"Therésthat. But the Link coordinates give agood ideawhether auniversewill run faster or dower than
the oneyou'rein. In retrospect, knowing what we know now, we could havepredicted that the
coordinates we had for atrangt to the Geyser Swirl wouldn't take usthere. They showed atransition
from one universe—ours—to one like thiswhere time runs dower."

"If you can estimate the time rates, why do you say you haveto be very careful with transitions?’

"Because of variability even within the same energy level. It ssems asthough dmost any imaginable
combination of physica congtantsis going to be found insome universe. Supposeyou Link to auniverse
where those basic congtants are grosdy different? And in most universes, they will be. There might be no
garsor planets. There might even be nomatter |, just pure radiation. Then the time rate wouldn't matter,
because our kind of life, and maybe any kind of life, would beimpossible.”

"Can you show me how to avoid that problem?”’

"Infive minutes? Not so you'll understand what you're doing.”

"l don't have to understand, not in your sense of theword. | just want to know how to Link."

"In our own ship—or an dien one?"

"Our own ship. Let'sforget theideaof doing it with one of their ships.”

"TheHero's Return will never fly again. But | can show you how to pick a subset of universesthat
should be safeto visit. That'sasfar as| can go."

"And will | know thetimeratein each one, beforel Link there?'
"I think s0."
Chan sat down beside Elke at the console. " Show me."

"Y ou have aplan?'



"Maybe. But | don't want to talk about it yet."
"In caseit's no good?"

"Incaseitis But | dill don't want to talk." Not to you. Not to General Korin, not to Debb—not even to
myself. Maybe especidlynot to me.

* * %

Chan stretched hisfive minutes to ten, and then to twenty, before Elke decided that he understood as
much about the Structure of the multiverse as he ever would, given hisignorance of macroscopic quantum
fields. Shethrew him out.

"And close the door behind you," she called as Chan was leaving. But she had barely summoned onto
the display the satellite image that she needed when the door of the control room was diding open again.

"No!" she said. "Not another millisecond. | have work to do. Oh! I'm sorry, Sir. | thought it was

somebody ese.”

"It issomebody else." Dag Korin hovered on the threshold. "I came to check on your progress. Liddy
Morse and the others are making afirst list of what we need, and they hit me with some very reasonable
questions. Which of course | couldn't answer. Where will weland? How far will we haveto carry the
things that we pick out? How much of the journey will be underwater? How long will we haveto live on
whatever we take with us? Y ou're the only one who can answerany of those. How'sit coming?'

"It'snot coming at dl. | haven't sarted yet. Chan Daton wasin here until two minutes ago, asking
questions of hisown."

"Was he now?' Korin frowned and sat down uninvited next to Elke. "What sort of questions?”

"About whether we could fly an dien ship through a Link on the surface of the planet, and about the
structure of the multiverse. He asked me for the transition sequences to different levels, especidly to an
extreme case that |'ve been calling the Omegalevel. He said he needed to know how to initiate the
transfers before his meeting with the Mdacostracans.”

"Did he now. Y ou gave theinformation to him?"

"Of course. | assumed he was doing it with your knowledge and approvd. Shouldn't | have?"

Dag Korin bent his head forward. He was slent for along time, the only sound in the control room the
steady drip of condensation. Elke wondered if he had goneto deep. At last he stirred and said, "Who's
in charge here? | thought | was, but maybe I'm fooling mysdf. Let me see what you gave him."

"It'still on the display. He wanted a selection of levels where ahuman can survive. And he wanted to
know exactly what the protocol would be to make atrangition to those universes. He aso wanted to
know if aMaacostracan would be likely to use the same protocol as one that we would use.”

"Andwhat did you tell him?"

"l said, yes, sofar as| knew it made no difference who initiated the trangition protocol, humans or
Angds or Maacostracans. The parameters depend only on universal mathematical constants, like pi and



e. But | would expect any dien ship, including all its controls and operating sequences, to betotaly
urfamiliar.”

"But the sequence should work. All right." Korin was il glaring at the display. "Y our list doesn't include
our universe"

"That'sright. | have that, but Dalton specifically told me that he didn't want a sequence to our own
universeto beon thelist hewould take away."

"Curiouser and curiouser. Make a copy of what's on that screen, would you?"

"It's coming now. On the output by your right hand. What's going on? | asked Daton why he wanted
that list, and he wouldn't tell me. Wouldn't talk about it, either.”

"l don't know. But | suspect that Chan Dalton is considering some kind of end run. No, don't ask me
what that means. | don't know myself—not yet."

" Suppose he returns with more questions. Do | answer them?”

"| think so. | hate dl conspiracies unlessI'm a part of them, and Chan Dalton is certainly sneaky, and
he's certainly up to something. But | don't read him as aturncoat and atraitor. If I'm wrong about that,
shame on me and him both. But if he comes back and asks questions, give him whatever you can. Just
make sure that whatever you tell him, you also tell me." Korin stood up, dowly and creskily, the
multiversetrangtion list in hishand. "I want to think about this. Y ou get to work picking the site for our
camp.”

Heturned away, hisramrod back for once bowed. Elke, leaning again over her console, thought he
looked athousand years old.

She comforted hersdlf with the thought that whatever Chan Daton was doing or planning, Dag Korin
had probably seeniit al before.

32: ESCAPE TO NOWHERE

It was possible to deegp in aspace suit; the manufacturers even claimed comfort in repose, asserting that
the universa flexible joints and air cushions made their suit asrelaxing as any bed.

Perhapsthey were right—in freefdl, where therma baance was perfect and contact with walls or floor
was gentle and infrequent; but for someone on a planetary surface, on arock-hard floor dashing inicy
water that seemed every few minutes to become alittle deeper and colder . . .

Chrissie switched on thetiny visor display and looked at the time. Half the night was gone, which was
good; but also bad, because it meant that dawn il lay half anight away. She activated the shielded
spatlight in her helmet and used it to stare envioudy at Tarbush. Helay flat on his back, helmet open and
snoring softly. Big ugly bruiser. It was tempting to wake him up, just to tell him how lucky hewas.



Sheturned off thelight, lay back, and stared into the darkness. Even the glitter of the celling had faded to
nothing. The creatures beyond the inner wall had ceased their clatter and chatter. That at least was
welcome. Except that when morning came they would waken, and the horrorswould start al over again.
Thejungle of Limbo, which only aday ago had been filled with the alarms of a dangerous unknown, now
felt like asanctuary. Given a chance to escape from this building, Chrissewould fly toit in abare
moment. Up, outside, through the open gate of the fence. . .

Pure wishful thinking. She and Tarbush had poked and pried and hammered for three hours. The wdlls
vibrated and boomed like a giant drum, but they remained impenetrable and they gave not amillimeter.
They were sounding now, alow hum that rose and fell in pitch like amournful Sren. It wasarisng wind,
cdling doud asit swirled around the outside of the building. Back on Earth, in a childhood that seemed

like aforgotten dream, she had always loved the sound of the surface wind. It soothed and calmed and
sustained her.

Not tonight, though. Now shefelt as pent and chained and restless as atrapped wild beast. Now the
strengthening wind was finding itsway into the building's narrow air ducts, where it sobbed and wailed
and cried asif it were atrapped animdl itsdlf.

She heard another noise, alow mmm—mmm—mmm. This one was closer. She concentrated, and at
last redlized that it was Tarbush muttering to himsalf in his deep. Dreaming. Pleasant dreams, probably.
Hewasfar too placid in temperament for nightmares. Damn the man. He would deep through

Armageddon. How come they got along so well? The attraction of opposites? People had a phrase for
everything.

The muttering stopped. Chrissie heard movement next to her and opened her eyes. Tarbush was awake.
His hemet spotlight was on, and he was sitting up. Chrisse said, "What'swrong?' and sat up herself.

"Listen." Heturned his head from sdeto sde. "Where'sit coming from? It woke me up.”
"It'sthe wind outside the building. | think another sormison theway."

"Not that. Higher pitched.”

"l don't hear it."

"Y ou're not tuned in the way that | am. Shh." He held hishand up to sllence her. "There. That ."
Chrisse heard dl the same noises as before. "What?"

"It'sScruffy . Whining. Can't you hear her? But whereis she?!

The high-pitched keening? Was that what he meant?"It's coming from an air duct. | heard it when you
were adeep.”

"Y ou should have woken me. Which duct?' He was on hisfeet, moving to peer into the pipe from which
they had cut the coarse covering mesh. "She's not in here. It must be the other one.”

He went splashing away into the darkness, his progress marked by the bobbing beam of light from his
helmet. "Damn.” She heard him grumbling to himself. "Covered with afilter. Haveto cut it. Hold on, girl."
A remark not addressed to Chrissie. The beam of light steadied. A few seconds of silence, then, "Come



on, sweetheart. Easy goes. Y ou don't want to be on the floor, you know how you hate getting your feet
wet."

Tarbush doshed hisway back toward Chrisse. She shone her own helmet light, and saw the ferret
nestled againgt hischest. "Didn't | tell you Deb and Danny would find us?' he said. "'I'm sure they sent
Scruffy here. She followed my scent asfar as she could, then looked for another way to reach me. Isn't
that great?' He sat down, sending a surge of cold water over Chrissie.

She wiped her wet face. "Tarb, my dear, | hate to spoil your fun and your reunion, but we don't redlly
need Scruffy ingde with us. We need oursavesoutside with her. If Friday Indigo or the Malacostracans
find her they'remore likely to kill her than appreciate her. Tell her to go back theway she came. Then
she can lead the othersto us”

"All in good time." He was fiddling with Scruffy's collar. "Here we are. | thought there would be one.”
"Would be what?"

"A message from Deb and Danny. Hmm." He had removed from the collar abroad silver ring a couple
of inches across. Heingpected it in the light of his helmet lamp. "Doesn't look like a message. What isit?!

"Let's have apeek. Maybe the ring opens up." Chrisse held it close to her nose. "It'sfrom Deb all
right—see the little entwined DB on the side? But | don't think it can be amessage. It'sa—I think—"
There was a soft click. "The outside opens up. Not amessage, though. A red of twine? But thisisso
thin—you can only seeit from redlly close up when thelight isright. Oh!"

"What?' Tarbush craned forward.

"It'samonofilament strand. Deb used one of these once to cut the head off aman who wastrying to
rgpe and kill her."

"I remember. But why send thisto us? If she knew we were in trouble, agun or abatch of explosives
would be more useful.”

"She had to send something small. Something that Scruffy could carry. Shetried to give us awegpon,
and she has. The problem is, we don't know how to use it the way she would. And there's hordes of

Ma acostracans, we could never take on dl of them." Chrissie was twisting the ring, which suddenly split
intwo. The thread, amost too fine to see, stretched between two matching circlets of slver. Chrissie
took onering carefully in each gloved hand and spread her arms.

"How long alength do you have?' Tarbush held Scruffy firmly, making sure that the ferret could not get
near the danger zone between the two silver rings.

"l don't know. But the thread isratcheted insde therings. | can make it longer or shorter, as| want.
Hold something out to me—something we don't need.”

"I'll haveto put Scruffy down. Do we want to keep her here?’
"| told you, we should let her go."

"Then hold on aminute." Tarbush stood and walked over to the air duct. "Go on, Scruff. Find Deb
Bisson and Danny Casement.” The ferret hesitated, reluctant to enter the dark, narrow passage. "l said,



goon. You found us, that was your job. It's not safe here for you.”

He held the animd forward again toward the duct. She nuzzled his hand, then vanished in a sudden blur
of brown fur.

"Hope shell bedl right," Tarbush said as he splashed back toward Chrissie. "Listen to that wind! It'snot
nice out there."

"Tarb, it'snot niceinhere ." While he had been gone, Chrisse had removed the compass from the deeve
of her suit. The instrument had provided nothing but nonsense readings since ther arriva on Limbo, and
now she baanced it on the top of her boot and brought the silver rings carefully down, one held in each
hand, so that the thread lay across the compass.

"Careful!" Tarbush said. "Don't ruin your suit, you may need it again.”

"I know that." Chrissie bent forward. All her attention was concentrated on the filament, thinner than
gossamer, that spanned the distance between the rings. She was exerting hardly any pressure, but the
thread was sinking effortlessy through the hardened plastic and meta of the compass. When she paused
and ddlicately lifted therings, the compassfell into two nest halves.

"Now I've got thefed of it. The question is, will the monofilament do the same thing to the wall?'

"Evenif it can, how doesthat do us any good?' Tarbush picked up the halves of the compass. "To cut
something gpart, you have to place the rings on both sides of it. We'reinsde thewall.”

"So we haveto betricky." Chrisse stood up and went across to the closer of the ventilators. "Before |
waste any time, let's seeif therésany point in even trying." Shereached far insde the duct, her hand till
holding its slver ring. She brought the other hand around in asemicircle, so that the monofilament met
and cut into the perimeter of the duct. A crescent dice, carved from around the wall, sllently did free and
splashed into the dark water at her feet.

"Principle established,” Chrisse said softly. "Thiswill cut anything. Now for the tricky bit. | haveto
widen the hole more and more, and hope | can get one hand &l the way to the outside.”

"Chrisse, let medoit." Tarbush held out hishand. "My arm'slonger than yours, and stronger. | can
reach outsde easily.”

"Y ou could—if you could get that great ham fist into the duct at al. Which you can't. Stand clear,
sweetheart. Keep your light focused on where I'm cutting. | don't want to start dicing pieces off my own
am.”

She was moving one hand in awider arc, excising from thewall acircular cone haf ameter across. Asit
camefree, Tarbush lifted it clear. "Hm. Thisiswarm ," he said. "That thing you haveisn't just a
monofilament. | wondered how it could cut S0 easily. There must be nanosinside the threed, freeing
molecular bonds."

"Deb specidizesin tricky weapons. But now for the hardest part." Chrissie had her arm in the enlarged
hole up to the shoulder. "I can reach dl the way through, but | have to enlarge the duct at the outside
edge because unless| do that we have nothing useful. I'm going to work one hand outside, hold thering
againg the outer wall, then dide both handsin unison to diceacylindrica section. Don't breathe.”



"I'm not sureit's necessary to go to dl that trouble.” Tarbush had been examining the conica wedge
removed from the wall, and now he moved forward.

"Wewant to get out, don't we?" Chrissie, her hands encumbered with the rings, could not easily push at
him. She said sharply, "Get your hand out of theway. If you stand like that you'll lose somefingers.”

"No. Back off, Chrissie. | need to try something.”

"Tarb!" But he was dangeroudly close to the monofilament, and she was forced to pull her hands clear.
"What areyou playing a?"

"Just watch. We haven't used my strongman act for years, but let's see how it playson Limbo." He
stood in front of the ventilator pipe, took a deep breath, and punched hisfist deep into the expanded hole
that she had made. Chrissie heard nothing, but she saw acloud of powder fly out around hisarm.

"What did you do?'

Tarbush was pushing his shoulder and then his head into the hole. "Take alook at the piece you cut out.”
Hewas grunting at some grest effort, interspersing hiswords with gasps. "Push your finger in it—you

can, it's oft as cream cheese. Thiswhole building must have an—integrated structure. Very strong when

it'scomplete, formsasingle unit, but if any part is—destroyed—the rest isready to crumble. We're lucky
that Deb's—monafilament cutter didn't bring—the whole place down on top of us. But we have to move
fast—it's self-repairing, and it's starting to adjust. Going to be touch and go. One more push—hah!—I'm
through! My arm's outside. Now for the big push. Look out back there."

He emerged from the hole, coated in gray powder and coughing and choking. " Should have closed my
SUit—up my nose—going to sneeze.”

Hedid, inavast exploson of air loud enough to hear above the sounds of the ssorm. Then: "Follow me!
Close your auit. It'samess outsde.”

A messingde, too. Chrissieimagined that she could see the room starting to sag and melt around her.
She heard sounds—not the storm—from beyond the wall to the inner chamber. She closed her helmet
and followed Tarbush. His head and torso had vanished, and hiswriggling legs and kicking feet sent back
prodigious clouds of disintegrated wal. The hole, barely wide enough for him, should have been essier
for her. It wasn't. Already it was starting to sed. She snaked through, fast as she could, and felt the
closing wall begin to squeeze tighter. She gave a desperate kick and plunged headfirst forward. Her
helmet cracked againgt ahard, dick surface.

"No timefor acrobatics." Tarbush waslifting her easily, setting her on her feet, shouting in her ear. "Can
you stand up?"

Chrisse was about to shout back "Of course | can!” when thewind caught her. Insde the building she
had never dreamed that it would be so strong. Shefdlt hersdlf diding away sideways, down awet and
dippery incline. Only Tarbush'sinvisible grip on her arm saved her from being blown away.

While she stood braced againgt him, the darkness was suddenly dispelled by strong light. She turned,
and saw agreen globe of luminescence drifting across the sky. Tarbush shouted, "They've got us," and
pulled her close. The globe lengthened to become atall cylinder, avortex column that stretched toward
earth and sky. When it touched the ground it vanished. Chrisse fdt her skin prickle.



"Not the aliens," she screamed a Tarbush. "Some locd sort of eectrica activity caused by the storm.
But thewind!" She could fed her feet dipping. "I can't hold—it'stoo strong.”

"Let yourself go. We can't travel upwind, but if we can reach the forest—"

He released hishold. Chrissie went dithering and skating away into the darkness. She could see nothing.
Shefelt nothing, too, until with ateeth-loosing jolt she hit the boundary fence. A moment later, Tarbush
crashed into the mesh wall afew feet to her left.

"Damnation!" His howl of rage carried over thewind. "We haveto try to drag oursaves around to the
gate—but which way? | have no idea."

"It may be guarded anyway." Chrisselay spreadeagled on the fence. "Can you shine your helmet light
over here?| ought to have turned mine on before | started.”

"Wait asecond.” After amoment's silence, he shouted back. "The damn thing's not working. | hit the
fencefacefirg. But if—"

Before he could finish, another bal of light began to form behind them. Tarbush turned, and saw every
building of the Maacostracan encampment glowing with itsown hao of eectrical discharge. The area
around the buildings was—thank God—deserted. While the globe was extending toward earth and sky,
he turned back to Chrissie and redized what she was doing. Pinned in place by the wind, she had taken a
short length of the monofilament thread and was stretching out to dice through the fence wiresthat she
could reach. As she cut further, the section she lay against began to sag under her weight. In haf aminute
the left-hand side gaped open.

"Goon." Sheinclined her head. "Through."
"What about you?'
IIGO!II

Tarbush obeyed her cry. As he passed through the hole in the fence he grabbed at the cut edge. It
opened farther under hisweight.

"Y ou now!" he shouted, but she was aready through and sailing past him. The bright circlet of the
monofilament ring glittered with green light and soun away from her hand. He made an ingtinctive grab
and missed. Good thing, too. Theinvisible thread could easily have severed hisforearm. Forget it. Deb
surely had more, and the little ring would be hard to find even in calm conditions.

Asthe wind caught him from behind and the green light vanished he ducked his head forward and
followed Chrisse. He had little choice. Although it was no longer raining, trying to wak on the dick
surface was like skating on ice. He managed to keep hisfeset, but he went wherever the wind pushed him.
Toward the forest, or away across many bare kilometers of rock? He could not tell where he was going,

until something grabbed him at knee-level and tipped him over. He sprawled headlong forward into a
tangle of tight-knit bushes. Hisvisor was still open, and thorny twigs scratched his nose and mouith.

"Chrissie?" He shouted asloudly as he could.

"Right here."



He could see nothing. He closed his helmet and began to crawl blindly in the direction of her voice. The
suit protected his body, but the vegetation resisted his progress like something aive. While he was il
struggling forward afaint light shone ahead. The lamp in Chrissi€'s hdmet? She had managed to get it
working; but it was moving away from him.

"Stay there! I'm coming.”
"| can't. | haveto keep going. Follow me."

As he came closer he understood why. Chrissie had been blown into athin stand of stalky reeds, and
they were not close-grown enough to provide shelter from the wind. She was tunneling on, degper into a
denser thicket. He flattened aslow to the ground as he could and butted hisway aong until he was at her
heels. He grabbed her legs and inched forward until his head was next to hers.

"What now?" For thefirgt time since they left the building he didn't have to shout.

"We have to find our way back to the camp. I'm sure Deb and Danny are wondering what happened to
lel

"We can't go anywhere while this storm lasts. But neither can they. Wereal stuck until thewind dies
down."

"What about the Ma acostracans?'

Tarbush sat up for amoment, felt the thresh of the wind acrossthe top of the plants, and lay back down.
"If they can move around and find us on such abad night, they're entitled to do what they like with us."

Chrisse opened her visor. "At least it's not raining. If we can't go anywhere I'm going to try to deep. |
didn't get any deep earlie—not like some people.”

Shewas looking for aresponse, maybe an argument. But he said only, "Y ou do that. Y ou need your
rest. | won't talk any more, but I'll stay awake and keep watch.”

Tarbush settled in at her Sde, one arm around Chrissie and his face close to hers. Within ten minutes she
knew from his steady breathing that he was adeep. It was tempting to nudge him, but she didn't.

Shelay, ligening to thewind. Wasit her imagination, or had it eased, just alittle? The canopy of plants
above her head became faintly visble. Another bal of lightning must be drifting through the atmosphere of
Limbo. Thisonewasfar off, and Chrisse watched and waited until the moment of its sudden extinction.

She closed her eyes. If Tarbush could deep, why couldn't she? She deliberately turned her mind back
two months, to atime when the embargo againgt stdllar travel seemed permanent, with no chance of ever
meeting again the members of the old team; to the time when she and Tarbush had toured with her bag of
magic tricks and his animal-talking act, to amaze the colonists of the wide-scattered mini-worlds of the
Oort Cloud; to the time—God, why didn't a person know when she was wdl off —the timewhen a
"bad night" meant only a poor audience for the second performance of your magic act, and not being
pursued by maevolent aiens across the scarred surface of alost world in an aternate universe.

* * %

Chrissiefelt hersalf being shaken, and tried to curl into aball.



"Sorry, love, but we can't have that." It was Tarbush, shaking her again. "The early bird catchesthe
worm, and we don't want the early Maacostracan catching us.”

Chrisse yawned, stretched, and sat up. Light, pale and yellow, streamed in horizontaly through the leafy
roof above her head. The broad fronds were moving, but gently. She heard no sound of wind.

"About haf an hour after dawn,” Tarbush said. "The wind died down about the sametime. | would have
let you deep, but | think we have to get moving. So far as| can tell from looking at the layout of the
Maacostracan buildings, our camp liesin that direction." He pointed through the undergrowth. "We have
to get toit. Question is, do we go back to the edge of the cleared area, where travel is easy, but we risk
being seen; or do wetry to tunnd straight through the plants? We know from yesterday that we might
Come across various sorts of nasties.”

Chrissewasfinaly awake. "I don't like either option. Which way isthe sea?'

"I I'm right about where our camp is, and | remember correctly what we did yesterday, 1'd say it'sthat
way." He swiveded hisbody through forty-five degrees.

"| think that's the way we ought to go. Once we reach the shore we can follow our own trail inland. |
can't imagine any reason why Deb and Danny would move the camp, but if they did they'd surely find a
way to tel uswhere they were going. And if that doesn't work, we can smply close our suits, go into the
seq, and walk back to theHero's Return the way we came.

Tarbush started crawling without another word. He went first and didn't complain, but Chrissie could tell
from their miserable rate of progressthat he was having problems. It took haf an hour to cut and dash
and scramble less than thirty meters. She was ready to suggest that they turn around and try adifferent
route when he paused and said, "There's something funny ahead, asort of long crack in the ground. Stay
well back while| takealook et it."

Hefought hisway dowly forward another few meters, then abruptly vanished. Chrisse waited
nervoudy, until suddenly just his head popped into view.

"Good news." He gestured to her to join him. "It'sastreambed, dmost dry but with atrickle of water in
it. All we haveto doisfollow the direction of flow and well reach the sea.”

Chrissie eased herself down the steep bank to join him at the bottom. The bed of the sStream was a
mixture of mud and gravel, dry enough to provide afirm walking surface. The plants on the stream banks
grew right across, S0 that the channd would be invisible to any overhead surveillance, and they were high
enough to alow even Tarbush to stand amost upright.

A dow and arduous crawl became adightly uneven walk. Injust afew minutesthey were at the place
where the rock fracture along which the stream ran came out onto the shore. Chrisse heard aloud and
changing roar ahead of them. Tarbush, walking dightly in front, paused and peered out from the sheltering
fringeof plants.

"Thewind hasdied, but | don't think the seaknowsit yet. Look at that."
Chrisse, moving to hisside, saw the origin of the unknown roar. The surface of the seawas covered in

foam and gigantic white-capped breakersthat rolled in endless array to batter the shore. The shoreitsdlf
was diminished, itsfifty meters of shingle reduced to anarrow strand between turbulent water and



tangled vegetation. Nowhere, on seaor shore, was any sign of anima life,

"Wdll, with waves like that we can't go back to theHero's Return any time soon,” Tarbush said. "Wed
be smashed to pieces before we got beyond the line of breakers. What now?”"

Chrissie pointed to the left. "That way. | wasn't paying particular atention, but if we had landed farther
to theright surely we'd al have noticed that reddish hump.”

Tarbush nodded. "I think so. Left it is, then."

They set off dong the strip of shore, alert and ready to jump for the cover of the shordine plantsif
anything moved. Chrissie glanced out to sea. If she had her sense of direction right, the Link entry point
that had brought their ship to Limbo lay in that direction. She could see no sign of it. That seemed to
confirm what the Maacostracans had said, that the Link opened and closed under their control. So how
could humans or Stdllar Group members possibly escape?

She was staring to the east, and the cloudy sky in that direction glowed alurid and unpleasant yellow.
Wesather on Limbo wastoo adien and unfamiliar for her to read itsindicators. Was the storm over, or did
the present cam represent no more than alull? It was tempting to use her suit communicator and try to
reach Deb, Danny, or the ship, but the rule of radio silence applied more than ever now. The
Madacostracans had advanced technology, different from anything Chrissie had ever seen or heard about.

At her sde, Tarbush halted. He was on the shoreward side, scanning the plants there while she looked
out to sea.

"Thislooks like the place where we went into the jungle when we first came ashore. If it isn't, somebody
else hasflattened the plants.” He had turned, to walk carefully into the waist-high growth. "Yes, I'm sure
of it."

"Should we call to them?" Chrissie was stepping close behind. ™Y ou know Deb. If we come out on them
unexpectedly she might blow usaway."

"What about the Maacostracans?' But it was Tarbush who raised his voice as he moved forward.
"Deb? Danny?It'sus, Tarb and Chrisse. Werefine, and were done.”

In the past few minutes the wind had died completely. His voice was swallowed up by the silent sea of
vegetation ahead.

"Deb? Danny?' And to Chrissie, inlower tones, "I don't like this. We're not far from where we left our
supplies. They'd answer if they could.”

"Do you think the Ma acostracans have taken over the camp?"

"l don't know. But maybe we should have kept quiet. Y ou Say here.”

"While you get caught and leave me on my own? Forget it."

They advanced together through an unnaturad morning tillness, following the faint line of the onshore

party's advance. When they cameto the little cleared area surrounded by waist-high ferns, Chrissie bent
to examine the supply cases.



"Theselook the way we |eft them. Except that somebody took something out of thisone.”

"No sgnsof astruggle, no signsthat the Ma acostracans have been here” Tarbush was prowling the
perimeter of the camp site. "It looks as though Deb and Danny just upped and left us behind. Not very
nice of them."

"Where would they go?'

"Back to the ship. Look, suppose they made atrip to theHero's Return , to tell the others there what
was going on."

"Both of them?"

"Y ou didn't want to be left on your own. They expected to come right back here, but then the storm
came up. They wouldn't have been able to come ashore, any more than we could get past the breakers
thismorning. | bet that'sit. If we just settle down and wait here, they'll be back. And if they don't come
by the time the seaiis calmer, we can take off ourselvesfor theHero's Return .

"No." Chrissie had been nodding her head to agree when she noticed afamiliar shape drifting across her
field of view. "Get down, Tarb. Somebody'slooking for us.”

They l€ft the clearing and crouched together under the mat of ferns. The tri-wing aircraft passed far off to
the south, heading out to sea.

Tarbush dowly stood upright asthe craft vanished in the distance. "It's certainly one of their planes. But
what makes you think it'slooking for us?'

"What makesyou think itisn't ?* Chrissie stood up, too, and headed for the supply cases. "'l think we
made a mistake by coming here. Our plan sounded good when we thought that Deb and Danny would
be waiting for us, but they weren't and now we don't know what's going on. The one thing we can be
sure of isthat the Mdacostracans will 1ook for us. When they do, they'll find this campsite. It'sthe worst
possible place for usto stay."

"Maybe. But do you know a better place?’

"I'm looking for one." Chrissie had been rummaging, and she pulled out of a supply case one of the maps
that Elke Siry had prepared from the orbital images. "L ook, here's the Ma acostracan encampment.
There'swhere we came ashore. So here’—she placed her finger on the sheet—"is about where we must
be now. What I'm suggesting isthat we go back to the shore and find the stream channel. It doesn't show
on thisimage, because the plants grow right across and cover it. But from our point of view, that's good.
We can heedupstream , and well be hidden from anybody who flies over looking for us.”

"Suppose they use radar? That seesright through a canopy of vegetation.”
"Then they'retoo smart for us, and we're cooked. But if we can get far enough into the highlands, way
over to the east, we should find al kinds of placesto hide. Y ou can see that the ground looks like a great

mixed-up jumble of bare screes and rocks and cliffs."”

Tarbush was bending over the map and seemed less than enthusiastic. " So we go there—uphill al the
way. And then we do what?'



"Wait. We send periodic signas from our suit radios until Deb or Danny calls us back. Until that
happens the only danger will beif the Mdacostracans triangulate on our sgnd and it leadsthem to us.”
Chrissewas digging into the big supply case. "We need to take enough food and water to last for afew
days. And | want something comfortable to deep on. I'm getting sick of living indgde this suit. Medicines,
too, just in case. It'sgoing to be quite aload." She glanced over to Tarbush, who was till frowning down
at theimage. "Come on, don't make me do thisal by mysdf.”

Tarbush dowly folded the map, rose, and walked across to where Chrissie was picking out an
assortment of boxes and packages. He looked wistfully around him. Not asign of Scruffy, and they
dared not hang around to look for her. He decided to remain silent on one other point. The decision was
made, and it wouldn't help Chrisse's peace of mind to point out to her what she had apparently not
noticed. That the region of the image where they proposed to go had been marked, in Elke Siry's precise
and careful hand,Badlands.

* * %

33: ASHORE AGAIN

By dawn, Chan and Deb were ready and waiting. They would have l€eft, preferring to wait on the beach
for Friday Indigo rather than pent up and restless on the seabed. But Dag Korin vetoed any such move.

"Smash on the rocks trying to get ashore, and then how much use would you be to anybody?' Korin
was red-eyed and pale. He went on, ™Y ou take your marching orders from Dr. Siry. She's been
monitoring weather and sea state al night long. When she says the bregkers are down to areasonable
gzeand it's safe to walk through them, you leave. Were dl willing to take risks, but | won't |lose people if
| don't haveto."

It was alogical order, though not an easy oneto follow. Chan and Deb donned their suits and went to
the airlock; and there they stayed, hour after endless hour, listening to Elke Siry's ominous
pronouncements on surface westher.

Two hours before noon, Chan placed acall to the ship's main control area. "Generd Korin," hesaid, as
soon asthe General'simage appeared, "Friday Indigo was quite specific with us. We have to meet him at
midday. He didn't say what would happen if we weren't there, but the Mallies can probably destroy this
ship any time they want to."

Korin sniffed and traced with hisforefinger the pattern of scattered droplets of water that beaded the
desk infront of him. "This placeis doing apretty good job of disintegrating without any help from
anybody. What's your point, Dalton?"

"Deb Bisson and | ought not to wait any longer. The wind has dropped and the waves areless. We
should risk alanding.”

"Dr. Siry?" Korin turned to someone out of the camerasfield of view.

"Wind velocity iscloseto zero," said Elke Siry'svoice.



"So why not—"
"But theres still astrong sea-swell. | would estimate that the breakers are well over two meters.”
"Everywhere on the shordine?’

"No. | am referring to the place where our party isto meet Captain Indigo. It's better farther south, on
theinlet where theMood Indigo waslifted ashore.”

"Very good.” Korin turned back to Chan and Deb. "Giveit ashot. Try to the south if you haveto, and if
it'stoo rough—"

"Generd." Elke Siry'svoice brokein. "I recommend againgt any such attempt. The chance of being
caught in an undertow—"

"Thank you, my dear,” Korin said mildly. "Not your cdl, I'm afraid." He spoke again to Chan and Deb.
"I don't need to tell you what to do. Y ou're no use to anyone dead. If it'stoo rough, wait in deeper
water, head more to the south, or come back. I'm not going to second-guess you."

"Yes, gr." Chan cut the connection at once. Deb was dready heading for the lock. She said, "Once
we'rein the water, if he changes his mind he won't be ableto tell us about it. Come on.”

They waited impatiently while thelock filled, then opened the outer hatch and dropped together to the
seabed. Their landing tirred the fine bottom silt into an opague cloud.

Deb'svoice carried faintly to Chan'shemet. " Set your suit'sinertia guidance unit for fifty meters due
east. The sediment will die down by then. Well be able to see each other, and I'll take usfrom there."

Chan paced steadily forward into darkness, keeping the yellow arrow in hishemet display exactly inline
with the green one. When the guidance unit had reduced to zero distance, he halted. He turned on his
helmet lamp, and saw only gray opacity.

"Deb?' Hisvoice vanished to nothing, as though he stood aone in an empty universe. "Deb, | can't seea
thing."

"Nor can |." She sounded close by. "Vighility wasfinewhen | brought Friday Indigo to theHero's
Return ."

"It must be the storm. The wind has died down, but the water hereis shalow enough for the swell to
disturb the bottom mud. How far are we from the shore?"

"Threeto four kilometers. We're on the coastd shelf so it will be shalow all theway in. We can't befar
gpart now, but if we keep moving independently well get separated. Stand till. I'm going towalk ina
gpird pattern until we meet.”

Chan waited. It seemed along time, standing rigid and hearing only the sound of his own breeth, until
Deb's hand was grasping hisarm. His helmet digplay told him that it had been less than three minutes.

Deb sad, "So far so good," and without releasing her grip she moved until they were visor to visor. "We
hang on to each other and usejust my suit'sinertiad navigator. I'm going to angle us south of east. That



will bring us ashore too far to the right, but Elke says the waveswill be lessthere. Once we're on land we
can wak back north to meet Indigo.”

"Let'sgo." Almost before he spoke, Deb was moving away across the seafloor. She didn't need Chan
to tell her that Friday Indigo's deadline was less than an hour and ahdf away.

It was difficult to walk fast acrossthe silty seabed. Chan had reset his own helmet distance indicator,
and before they had moved haf akilometer he knew they werein trouble. He held Deb's arm and forced
her to halt.

"Thiswon't do. Well never makeitintime"

"1 know. But there's nothing we can do about it. We have to keep going and hope that Indigo won't
mind that we'relate.”

"There's another answer. | talked to Liddy Morse, and when they first went ashore they rose up to the
surface and used their suit jetsfrom there."

"That wasin acam sea. If wetry that close to shore we'll be smashed to pieces.”
"Not if wewait for theright wave, and ridein onit."

"Werelogt in the multiverse, and you want to gosurfing ? All right. Tell me what to do firsd—and don't
let go of me."

"Increase your suit'sinterna pressure by ten percent. That will inflate you enough to carry you up.”

Chan followed his own advice. His ears popped as the pressure increased, and afew seconds later he
felt hisfeet lift clear of the bottom ooze. As he rose the water became clearer. Faint greenlight bled in
from above. He could see Deb at hisside, her suit bulging larger than usua. Their heads broke the
surface at the sametime.

It wasfull daylight under ayellow-green overcast of cloud. In Limbo'slow gravity the heavy-water sea
heaved dow and duggish, likethick, dark oil. Chan and Deb had emerged in the trough of along, smooth
wave which dowly lifted them until they could see across the whole expanse of rolling water. Beforethey
started the descent into another trough they saw, afew kilometersto the east, the white bregkers that
marked the presence of an invisble shore.

"Low thrugt at firgt," Chan said. "Otherwise you'll tend to drive yourself under. Bony told methat it's
better to push too soft than too hard."

Hereleased his hold on Deb and they began to experiment. It took afew triesto reach a setting of suit
jetsthat carried them up and down the watery dopesrather than plunging straight into and through them.
Then the time for experiment was over. Life became aroller-coaster ride across the heaving surface, with
one eye on the clock and the other on the approaching shore.

Just outside the line of breakersthey halted in unison and stared at the beach. Chan said, "Elke was an
optimist. Three-meter waves or more. I'll giveit atry first."

"Did you ever do this before?"



"No."

"Well, | did. Legacy of awasted youth. And Indigo wantsto talk to you, not me. My job wasto bring
you ashore. If | get hurt it'sno big deal to him. Watch closdy.”

Before Chan could argue she was away, driving her hard-inflated suit across the water like agiant
surfboard. Beyond the line of the first breaking wave, she paused. Five waves passed. As the sixth wave
began to arch and build, she turned and flew laterally across the weft, riding aong and into the curl for
what seemed like minutes. At the last moment she vanished into the foam. She must have deflated her suit
in that sameingtant, because after ahair-rasing delay Chan saw her rise from the spray and walk
forward to the dry shingle.

It looked easy. Chan did his best to imitate her. He jetted to a point close to where the waves began to
swell, and waited. For what? He wasn't sure, but Deb must have seen something different in each one.
Five waves swelled, reared, and broke. Findly he became impatient and drove into and along the curl of
the sixth one.

At firg it was smooth and smple. He was skimming aong sideways and forwards at a vast speed, under
the curving crest of the advancing wave. Then suddenly the breaker arched right over his head, and he
was speeding down adark, narrowing tunnel. He felt himsalf turn until he was upside down. Before he
could use the suit jets to right himsalf, amountain of water dropped on his back and drove him onto the
unyielding shingle. Even with his padded suit, theimpacthurt . Herolled over and over as surf erupted
around him. Then another force was dragging at his body, pulling him back toward the sea. He grabbed
at the shore with his gloved hands and scrabbled desperately forward. Asthe wave's suction lessened he
managed to heave himsdlf afew yards farther toward the shore. He was il in the water, but clear of the
danger zone.

Deb was sitting on the beach in front of him, beyond the reach of the waves. She said, "Wadll, that was
redly elegant. Any bones broken?"

Chan had just enough strength to shake his head.

She reached out a hel ping hand to lift him to hisfeet. "Come on, then. According to my suit'sinertia
guidance we're abit too far south and it's only ten minutes to midday. Don't want to keep Captain Indigo
wating."

Sheled Chan away aong the beach. As he recovered his breath and equilibrium he was able to take
notice of their surroundings. The strip of pebbles aong which they walked was much narrower than on
the satellite images. Because of either storm or tides, the dark, surging water and sterile black rock were
now no more than twenty meters away from each other. The thin strip of gray beach dwindled into the
distance. Whereit vanished and rock and sea appeared to merge, asuited figure stood like a crooked
datue. It was facing seaward, the face hidden by the open helmet.

The statue remained motionless until they were only afew paces away. Then it turned, and Chan saw
Friday Indigo's dead eyes and fish-white countenance.

"Very foolish." Indigo ignored Chan's gesture of greeting. "A very unwise move. Did you know of it?"
"Know of what?'

"The escape. That was The One's conclusion, that you could not know of it. Lucky for you. If it had



been otherwise, there would have been no point in meeting. The One believesthat thereis ill apurpose
to be served in speaking with you, but had she thought that you knew of the escape, you and your ship
would have been destroyed. However, The One makesit clear that thisisyour fina chance.”

"Who escaped?’ Chan wondered what effect this might have. The trouble with all desperate planswas
that they were at the mercy of chance events.

"The two humans who were captured yesterday. They escaped during the night. Do not concern
yourself, they can do no harm and for the moment The Oneisignoring them. They'll be recaptured, of
course, as soon asit's convenient. But evidence that humans cannot be trusted leads to changesin our
procedure. Y ou." He turned to face Deb. " Since we know nothing of your loyalty, you cannot be alowed
to remain ashore. Y ou will return to your ship.”

"In sesslikethat?' Chan pointed to the bresking waves.
Indigo turned to him, dowly and painfully. " She came ashore. She can aso leave. Now."
Chan tried again. "Be reasonable. Shelll bekilled.”

"I do not think so. The seaiis becoming steadily more cam. And thisis not subject to negotiation. She
must go."

"Don't worry about me," Deb said. "I'll manage." She sedled her helmet at once and waded into the sea
until shewas up to her mid-thighs. Asthe next wave broke she dived forward into it. Chan watched and
waited for many seconds, but she did not resppear.

"And you." Indigo showed no interest in Deb from the moment when she vanished into the wave. "Are
you the chosen negotiator for your party?'

"Obvioudy. Isthere anything wrong with that?"

"Y ou will probably be acceptable, but you are not The One's preferred choice. The senior member of
the party, the Genera, would have been better.”

"l have Genera Korin'sfull authority to negotiate.”

"Wewill haveto hope so. For dl your sakes. Comeon." Friday Indigo limped away inland. Chan,
following, thought that the man looked in worse condition than on the day before. How much longer
would Friday Indigo be able to operate without medica treatment—and who would the replacement
"trandation unit" be when Indigo became too decrepit to serve that purpose?

* * %

Ten kilometersto the west, Chrisse and Tarbush were doing their best to make nonsense of Friday
Indigo's confident prediction. As Chrissie put it, "Anybody who catches uswill haveto work at it."

Thefirst hour offered few choices. Thedry gully they followed led steadily upward, first turning north
and west, then curving back southward. Either they followed it, or they must hack their way through the
tough scrub on either side.

Tarbush inssted on carrying the big supply case by himsdf, dong with every container of water they
could find. Evenin Limbo'swesk gravity that was aheavy load. Asthe sun rose, fierce bluelight



penetrated the canopy of leaves. The air became intolerably hot. Asthey ascended farther the floor of the
gully gradually turned from dry grave to black, glutinous mud. Tarbush trudged onin slence, back
bowed and face dripping Swedt.

Twice herefused an offer of help from Chrissie. Shewasready to repet it for athird time when she
noticed the way that he responded to every rustle in the bushes around them. His expression was
hopeful, not wary. She did not volunteer assistance again. Carrying the awkward load was Tarbush's
chosen penance, an expression of guilt for abandoning Scruffy. Chrissie knew it was no usetrying to tell
him that they'd had no choice.

Shefdl back afew stepsto the rear, making her own survey of the dense vegetation on either side. She
thought she glimpsed the purple-black wings of a Tinker, just one component, but before she could be
sure it vanished into the shadows. When she turned her eyes again to the way ahead, Tarbush seemed to
have shrunk. She heard him say, "Damn mud.” Then, "Chrissie, stay back!" He suddenly lost another foot
of height.

They had been plowing through the black mud for ten minutes, and what Tarbush was standing on now
looked no different; but he was sinking into it, dowly and steadily. Already it was above hisknees.

Chrisseignored his cry, jumped forward, and grabbed at the bulky supply case he carried on his back.
She shouted, "Tarb, let go the Straps—the weight is pushing you down."

She heaved at the pack, falling over backwards asit came loose. When she was on her feet again,
Tarbush had sunk farther. The mud was dready to his mid-thighs. He had done the right thing, leaning far
backward to spread hisweight. Chrissie flattened herself and crawled forward until shefelt herself
beginning to snk. The mud was more liquid than solid. She reached asfar as she could and gripped his
outstretched hands.

"I've got you, Tarb. Can you ease yourself out?'

"Dunno. Let megiveit atry.”

Chrissie braced hersdlf. Tarb gripped her hands and began to pull. He was enormously strong, and he
seemed to move afew inches toward her. But then she was dipping forward.

"Not so hard, Tarb, or I'll bein with you."

The pressure eased. They lay ill, he on his back and she facedown in the mud.

"Seemslikewe got usalittle problem,” he said after afew moments. "If | don't pull hard onyou, | don't
comeout. If 1 do pull hard, you come in. Maybe were worrying too much about nothing. Maybe this
quicksand stuff isn't dl that deep, and if | let mysdlf go I'll Sop a my waist.”

"And suppose you don't top? Y ou're not going to try anything like that. Are you sinking now?"

"Don't seem to be. I'd say I'm right about where | started. Question is, where do we go from here?’

"Tarb, can you let go with one hand without Snking?'

"Only oneway to find out." He rdeased hisleft-hand grip, increasing the force on Chrissi€'s other arm
until she could fedl her shoulder socket cregk. "Seemsadl right. Don't seem to be moving.”



"Good. Can you work your suit controls one-handed?’

"l can." Helay inslence for afew seconds, hisactionsinvisble to Chrissie as she sprawled at full length.
"There we are. I've got the gauntlet pad working. Now what?"

"Usethe controlsto seal your suit at the waist, so the top and bottom halves can be independently
pressurized. Then inflate below the wais—hard."

"Will do." After afew seconds of dlence he said, "Ouch. Thathurts . How hard?"

"As hard asyou can stand. We want the lower hdlf to inflate like aballoon. Then its natura buoyancy
might help lift you out.”

"I know what you're trying to do. But I'minside that balloon, and there's things down there below my
waist that I'm very fond of."

"I'mfond of them, too. But | value what'sin the upper hdf of your suit awhole lot more. Increase the
pressure, Tarb. The suit can takeit, so canyou.”

"The suit doesn't fed it like | do." He gave aseries of grunts, then afind, "I'm going to pull now. If that
isn't enough, I'm stuck here forever."

Chrisseflattened her face into the mud for extratraction, gritted her teeth, and hung on. Tarbush had her
handsin his. He gave amonstrous heave that had her skidding forward, and then suddenly theforce on
her armswas less.

Sheraised her head. In front of her she could see Tarbush, flat on hisback. Beyond him, rising up
beyond hiswaist, was a great misshapen hemisphere of mud. It was his suit, grosdy inflated below the
wad.

"I'm half out," he said. "But what now? | can't move my legs, and | can't look any way but up.”

"Hang on." Chrisse wriggled backwards afew inches. She pulled, as hard as she could. After amoment
when nothing happened, Tarbush'sinflated figure did afew inchestoward her. She did the same thing
over and over, until she could see from her own boot marks that they were past the danger point.

"Youredl right,” shesaid. "Y ou can deflate the suit if you want to.”

"If I want to!" Therewas ahuge hiss of escaping air. After afew seconds Tarbush gave amatching sigh
and sat up. Chrissie crawled to hisside. Together they stared at the innocent-looking stretch of mud in
front of them.

"l guess that we won't be using the gully any more," Chrissie said. She stood up and stretched high,
trying to peer over the edge of the bank. "So what's our alternative?'

Tarbush remained seated. He stretched over to the pack and pulled out Elke Siry's map. "We do it the
hard way. We go due east. It won't be fun. Theland isal ups and downs, amixture of steep cliffsand
deep vdleys, plus somethingsthat Elke couldn't identify at al from the space images. Hmm."

"What'swrong?"



"Nothing we can do anything about. But | notice that according to Elke's notes on the map, were dtill a
kilometer short of the areathat she marked asBadlands ."

34:. NEGOTIATION AND
BETRAYAL

Chan had been itching to get ashore since the ship'sarriva in the ocean of Limbo. Now, following
Friday Indigo across an open wilderness of seared rock, he had too much on hismind to take much
notice of hissurroundings.

Back on theHero's Return he had decided, quite ddliberately, that he must act completely done. If
others of the crew knew what he had in mind they might have offered useful ideas; but with the

Mal acostracans clearly able to turn any human into arobotic dave who would tell everything, more
peoplein the know meant morerisk.

Unfortunatdly, the person most likely to become such adave was now Chan himsdlf. Chrisseand
Tarbush had escaped, so if Friday Indigo collgpsed Chan wasthelogica nextinline.

They were passing aline of strangely shaped aircraft, familiar from Bony Rombelle's description and the
images taken from orbit. Chan forced himself to concentrate on them, and even more on the two huge
and ungainly oval shapesthat floated beyond them. According to Dag Korin those must be the mother
ships, the vehicles used to bring everything e se through the Link from the Mallies home world and home
universe,

Chan studied the dlien outlines, hovering above the ground with no sign of support. His conviction
strengthened that no human or Stellar Group member would be able to fly one of those without either a
Malacostracan pilot or afew weeks of tria-and-error experimentation. The ships were smply too
different from anything he had ever seen. According to Friday Indigo, the Mdacostracans held precisely
the same view: ahuman might direct the Maliesin making aLink trangtion, but stedling their ship and
flying it home to the human universe was out of the question.

Friday Indigo led him past the line of shipsand aircraft, toward ajumble of low buildings. Half adozen
dark figures stood guard outside the nearest one. Indigo walked confidently to and past them. Chan
hesitated for half a second, then did the same. He stared at them as he walked by. The crustacean shapes
were familiar from Deb and Danny's description, but nothing could prepare you for the strange forward
hunch of the flat cargpace, or the click of pincers and whistle of breathing tubes.

They find you every bit as strange as you find them. Chan stared straight ahead and followed Friday
Indigo into the long dark archway, dmost like atunnd, that led into the building. But he remained very
aware of the short black canes carried by two of the Malacostracan guards. According to Deb, those
innocent-looking sticks were the wegpons that had felled and paralyzed Chrissie Winger and Tarbush
Hanson.

Thefloor of the tunnel descended. Daylight faded. Chan kept his gaze on Friday Indigo, but he felt and



heard the splash of dark liquid. They were walking in water—if it was water—that rose steadily to the
leve of hisknees. A right turn, another archway, and he saw light ahead. They emerged into adomed
chamber illuminated by the diffuse gleam of melon-sized globesin the ceiling. More water, Hill
knee-deep. In the center of the room, on aflat surface like alow table, sprawled aminiature version of
the Maacostracan guards with its many jointed legs spread over the edges.

Friday Indigo paused.
"The One?' Chan said hesitantly.

Indigo gave him ascornful look. "Of course not. Thisisjust Two-Four." To the cresture, "Hereisthe
negotiator. Permission to enter?”

Thelittle Malacostracan raised its black cane and emitted a series of clicks and clatters.

"Permission is granted by The One. Sheiswithin." The words came from atrandation unit—a
human-built trandation unit, from the look of it—on the front part of thetable.

Friday waswalking forward. Chan said, "That trandator. Won't we need it?"
"Unnecessary.” Friday did not break stride. " All we need with The Oneis present in me.”

Chan'stension increased. Here was direct proof of the Angel's assertion: Friday Indigo could say
anything that The One wanted said, and in gaining that capability he had ceased to be human. To the
Malacostracans, humans wereexpendable .

He followed Friday Indigo, up agently inclined ramp to still another room. Thisonewassmdler, dry,
and apparently deserted. A huge lumpy rock sat at its center. Itslower part was riddled with fist-sized
holes. It looked like an ugly and primitive sculpture.

"We have permission to advance,” Indigo said. "Walk forward. Follow me."

Chan approached the silent rock. As he did so, two black hoses emerged from the upper ring of holes
and snaked through the air toward him. He started to take a step back, but halted at Friday's urgent,
"Stand ill! Thereisnothing to be afraid of."

Chan froze. The ends of the hoses were divided into fine bundles of thin filaments. They had reached his
body and werefeding their way upit.

Friday Indigo said, as casudly asif he was suggesting that Chan take a seat, "Unsed your helmet al the
way. Thisispart of your negotiation.”

Chan took a deep breath. He opened hisvisor. The thin bundles of filaments moved up, to rest one
below each of hisears.

"Now," Indigo said. "Y ou will be permitted the privilege of free speech. Tl how you and your party can
be of service to The One and to the People.”

"We understand your wish to explore our universe. We can lead you toit." Chan did hisbest to remain
cam and organize his thoughts. He suspected that he wastalking for hislife—more than hislife. It would
be worse than death to become azombie like Friday Indigo, awalking dead who existed only to serve



the object sitting in front of him. Hewent on, "I do not know how to fly your ship, that would require long
training. But | am able to work with your pilots, to generate atrangtion sequence that will carry you
through the Link."

"Ah." Indigo wasfrowning. "Firg you saywe , as though spesking for al your party. Thenyou say,| , as
though speaking only for yourself. The One asks, doesthat change have meaning?”

"It does." Chan was very aware of the thin tentacles touching below his ears. He had seen the dried
blood on Friday Indigo's neck, and heard the Angdl's assertion that some form of Maacostracan life
exised ingde Friday'sbrain. "I say thatl , and | alone, will do thisthing for you, because | do not trust
othersin my party to act in my interests. Whichisto say, | do not trust othersto do the thing whichis
best for me."

"And what isbest for you?'

"To provide service to you, and so avoid my own destruction.”

"And that serviceis?'

"Tolead you to another universe, the human universe, that is hospitableto life.”

"And your reward for doing this?'

"My life. My freedom. Perhaps, power as a servant of the Maacostracans.”

"And for the others of your party?'

"That isof littleinterest to me. | care only about my own life and future.”

"Y ou arewilling to do anything to savethat life?"

"I am. | understand sdf-interest, as perhaps you aso understand sdlf-interest.” Chan felt the first touch of
delicate tendrils, moving into the openings of hisears. He had to talk fast. He said, "My job in leading you

through to my universe will be adifficult one, even with help from your pilots. It requiresthat | have full
possession of al my faculties. My brain cannot be drugged, or exhausted. It cannot be changed in any

way."

The tendrils stopped moving. Friday Indigo said, "We understand sdlf-interest. It is our impression that
most humans comprehend such athing only weakly. Give proof that you are different from them.”

"How?'

A third hose emerged from the rock. Its prehensile end held one of the black canes. The hose swayed
forward until it was afoot from Chan's chest.

Indigo said, "Do you know what this does?'
"| think 0. It isaweapon.”

"Correct. At one setting, it stuns. At another, it kills. Thisoneisnow set a alevd fatal to humans.”



Chan looked down at the cane, pointed Straight at his heart. He could think of nothing €lseto say or do.
Had he made some fatd mistake, missed some vita cue?

Friday Indigo said, "Takeit."
Chan reached out and grasped the cane. It was smooth, and dightly sticky to the touch.

Friday sad, "It isactivated by pointing at the target, and squeezing anywhere dong itslength. Do you
understand?"

"| undergtand.”

"Now provethat you are different from others of your party. Give the evidence of your own
sf-interest.” Indigo's voice was cam and relaxed. " Point the weapon at the being standing next to you.
Activateit. Kill the human you know as Friday Indigo.”

Chan raised the cane. A dozen jumbled thoughts seemed to race through hishead at once.If | kil
Friday, The One will have nobody to serve as a trandation unit. Maybe Chrissie and Tarbush
were intended for that fate, but they've escaped. But I'm here, and available for conversion. So if |
kill Friday, I'm probably dooming myself. Suppose | don't kill Friday? Then I'm still doomed.
Anyway, | can't kill a human in cold blood. But Friday isn't a human, so | can kill Friday. No?
Very well, then admit the truth. | can't kill Friday, human or not. So my whole plan fails, unless
The One accepts that I'll need all my faculties intact to guide a Malacostracan pilot through the
Link to a human universe. If so, then The One will want to keep my brain intact, and she will still
have a use for Friday Indigo as translator. So The One won't want Friday Indigo dead.

Chan thought,Forgive me if I'mwrong , aimed the caneright at Friday, and squeezed.

Nothing happened. Indigo did not fall pardyzed or dead. He continued to stare with calm interest at the
black cane pointed at his heart.

"That isadequate proof,” he said." And it was accomplished without the waste of till-valuable materidl.
The canewas of course deactivated. Answer one more question correctly, and we will be ready to
proceed. If The Onewereto cdl you directly into her service, as| was caled, you would gladly tell
everything including the correct invocation sequence for Link transfer to the human universe. Proveto
The Onethat it would be amistake for her to follow such a course of action.”

Again the tendrils were poised at the entrance to Chan's ears. He had to swallow before he could speak.
"I cannot offer such aproof. All | can say isthat conversion of meto The One'sdirect service might
interferewith my ability to assst in the Link trangtion, should unforeseen circumstances arise. And there
isabsolutely no risk to The Onein leaving me unconverted.”

"That istrue." To Chan'srelief, the black tentacleslifted free of his body and dowly withdrew into the
body of The One. Once again hewasfacing adull black rock.

Friday Indigo continued, "The Maacosiracans will prepare aship for Link transfer and afirst exploration
of the human universe. Soon after daybreak tomorrow, you will be taken aboard that ship with The One,
and by midday you will assst ininitiating that Link transfer. Until morning you arefreeto stay hereand
edt, drink, and rest.”

"Very good. But one other thing is necessary.” Chan cursed his own stupidity. He had not redlized that



the Malacostracans would want to move so fast.
"What isthat?'

"Not knowing how this meeting would turn out, | did not bring with me the full protocol needed for Link
trangition to the human universe. | request that | be allowed to go to theHero's Return , prepare that
protocol, and return here.”

"When?'
"1 will be back by morning.”

"Generd Korinisby your own admission senior to you. How can you be sure that hewill dlow you to
return?'

"l will tell him that our discussions here remain unfinished. He will not try to prevent my departure.”

After along, agonizing silence, Friday Indigo nodded. "It is gpproved. Be sure that you return by
daybreak. To encourage you to do so, | will mention that we plan to destroy theHero's Return soon
after firg light. Do you have any problem with this?'

"No problem.” Just the death of Deb and Danny and everyone el se.
"Then you have permission to leave the presence of The One. It is The Oné's introspection time.”

Leaving was easer said than done. Thelightsin the chamber suddenly turned off, leaving Chan unable to
see The One or anything else. He heard the uneven sound of Friday Indigo's boots, one foot dragging
acrossthe hard floor, and turned in that direction. He saw, very faintly, the outline of the chamber
entrance. Therewere no lightsin the next room, but afaint trace of daylight bled in from the tunnd at its
far end.

Chan hurried aong after Friday, through the archway, past the little Ma acostracan seated on itsflat dais,
findly out into open air. The overcast had cleared, the sun was blazing. He caught the sulfurous odor of
black rock baking in early afternoon hest, and fdt that he had never smelled anything so good. Half an
hour ago he would have taken odds againgt his smelling anything ever again of hisown freewill. He could
gtill fed those questing tentacles a hisears.

Friday Indigo, afew feet in front of Chan, paused by the group of big Maacostracans guarding the
entrance to the building. Herattled off an outlandish sequence of whistles and clicks. Two of the
creatures reared up on their back legs, so that their waving eyestalks and purple-black carapaces|oomed
over Chan.

"| told them to escort you to the shore,” Friday said. ™Y ou must go directly to the beach, and Straight into
the water. If you seek to do anything other than that, they will stun you and drag you back here for their
further indructions. After you leave, they will remain on the shore until you emerge from the water in your
suit a dawn tomorrow morning. They will then escort you here. If you seek to linger on the beach
tomorrow, they will stun you and drag you back for further ingtructions. Do you have any questions
before | hand you over to them?"

" Suppose that the waves are too rough for meto go into the sea?”



"That will be your misfortune. It isusdessfor you to try to communicate with them, because they are
Level Foursand of limited intelligence. Y our failure to enter the water will be consdered adeviation from
indructions, and they will stun you—"

"—and drag me back herefor further instructions. | get it. I'll see you tomorrow—right ontime.”

The two Mdacostracan guards placed themsel ves one ahead of and one behind Chan and moved away
across the burned rock. They took a different path from the one that Friday Indigo had used, angling
away to the right. Soon they were at the edge of the bare area and moving into waist-high scrub. They
went forward confidently dong atrail marked by flattened plants. They passed through asmall clearing.
Chan wanted to pause there, but he was too aware of the black canes. He kept walking, taking a quick
glance at the open supply cases and the cans and boxes scattered on the ground next to them. The earth
was scuffled and marked by the imprint of many clawed fest.

Thiswas where Deb and the others had made their camp. If Chrissie and Tarb came here when they
escaped, they had been too smart to linger. But where had they gone? Not back into the water. The
breakers during the night would have been enormous.

Chan moved his hand up to close his hemet. The Maacostracan guards took no notice. To them, a
human without a suit probably looked naked and unnatural, a shell-less version of a proper animal.

Heflicked aswitch on his gauntlet controls. Again the guardsignored him. Provided that he kept
moving, that seemed to be dll that they cared about. He adjusted the radio to the general communication
frequency and increased the reception volume. He heard abackground hissand that was all. If Chrissie
and Tarb were able to broadcast—if they had even escaped with their suits—they were not doing so.
But that aso made sense. A distresssigna or any other form of message was aso a beacon, advertisng
the location of its source.

Chan kept walking and listening, and heard nothing. They were emerging from the shelter of the
vegetation. He saw the shorewith itsline of breskers, smaller and less threatening now, maybe fifty
meters ahead.

It wastimefor him to take achance. If hissigna was picked up, the Maacostracans should think it
came from the sea and the sunkenHero's Return .

He added atransmission circuit. "Chrisse and Tarb. Can you hear this?
Still the bland hiss, and the beach was within thirty meters.

"If you arereceaiving, Stay in hiding. The part of the shoreline near your camp is guarded by the
Malacostracans. Everyone on theHero's Return isdive and wel"—true at the moment, presumably, but
not for long unless Chan did something about it—"and we will be in touch with you as soon as we can.
Repeat: stay hidden. If you are caught, the Ma acostracans will execute you."

Chan saw no reason to add that the deaths would be drawn-out and agonizing. In any case, hewas at
the edge of the shore and there was no time for more words. Again he tried to do what he had seen Deb
do earlier. He marched straight ahead until the water lapped about hiswaist, then dived forward into the
approaching wave.

Thistime he was more successful. Chan felt his hedls briefly break the surface, then he was under and on
hisway. He swam asfast as he could. In one evening and one night on Limbo, he had to say good-bye



to everything and everyoneforever.

35 THE ONLY ANSWER

Chan had thought that the most difficult part of his return would be the first two minutes. He was wrong.

From the moment that Deb had appeared at theHero's Return to tell the othersthat she had been forced
to leave the land, everyone had naturally been desperate to know what was happening ashore. They
wanted to hear about Chan's meeting with the Mallies. They wantedinformation , and compared with
that hisemotions or fedingswere avery low priority.

He gave alengthy but highly edited version of events after Deb had been forced to leave, concentrating
on what he had seen of the Malacostracans and confirming their confidence that they could open the Link
entry point at will and fly their shipsthrough it. He described his meeting with The One, but said nothing
of the deal that he had made.

"Actudly, we spent most of thetimejust trying to communicate with each other,” hesaid. "The Angdl is
right about Friday Indigo, he's been taken over totaly by the Malies. Buttalking to them, even with him
helping, is hard work. | ill don't know if there's any way that we can work with them to get oursalves
through the Link and home. | have to go back therefirgt thing in the morning, and try again.”

Chan was uncomfortably aware of Gressel. The Angel was Sitting in awell-lit corner, fronds unmoving.
It was said that an Angel could simulate human thought patterns so well that lying to one of them was
impossble. But Gressdl remained Slent.

"What about Chrissie and Tarbush?' Danny Casement asked. ""Deb said they escaped. Arethey Hill
free?'

"Sofar as| know." Chan was glad to switch to something he could talk about fregly. "I tried to call them
just before | came back here, but they didn't reply. The land surfaceisalot more complex and jagged
than it looks on the satellite images. They could be hidden away in athousand places.”

"Qut of radio contact, perhaps?' Deb said.

Shewaslooking a Chan very strangdly. Maybe it was his own feding of guilt at what he was conceding
from her and the others. But if he told anyone hisidea, anyone at dl, they would find areason why he
shouldn't go through withiit.

"Morelikely Chrisand Tarb were away from their suitsfor awhile," he said. "They must know we're
looking for them, and they're far too smart to put themsel ves permanently in a place where signas can't
reach. One good thing, they have plenty of supplies. | passed our first camp on the way to the sea, and
they'd raided it long before | got there."

He stared around at the little circle of weary faces. Not one had dept the night before, and it was
doubtful if they had managed to rest while hewas gone. "You dl look astired as| am. I'm aso starving.



If nobody objects, I'd like ameal and anap. After that I'll be happy to answer as many new questions as
you can dream up.”

Tully OToole nodded and said, "Go, Chan man, you need to feed.” He looked like a human wreck who
had not eaten for months, agray skeleton in tattered clothes leaning over the back of Elke Siry'schair;
but he seemed cheerful. "Don't take too long.”

"He'sright,” Dag Korin said. "Go and eat. I'm not so sure about the nap. We have to |eave the poor old
Hero's Return as soon as possible. The place won't be habitable much longer.”

The lightsflickered, as though emphasizing his point. Chan nodded and | eft the control room, heading
toward the bow of the ship. He had hoped to be Ieft alone, but he should have known better. Deb
followed him into the corridor.

"I haven't had anything to edt, either,” she said. "If you're going to have amedl, | thought that we
might—"

"Actudly, I'mnot." Chan hated. "Not going to eat, | mean. I'm too rushed. And | need sometime
done”

He saw the expression on her face, and went on, "I have to record exactly what the Maacostracans said
to me, whileit'still freshin my mind. It'sdifficult to do that when other people are around.”

"l see" She seemed ready to say more, but instead she turned abruptly and hurried back the way that
they had come.

Chan resisted the urge to go after her. Hedid need time done, even if it was not for the reason he had
given Deb. He needed time to think, and then to create acrucia document. He ducked away into aside
chamber, once used as asmall-arms supply room but now empty and deserted. Water had seeped in
from some unseen crack, leaving the floor dick and treacherous. Two of the three lights were no longer
working, and the remaining one glowed faint and feeble.

Chan leaned against the wall, reviewed what he intended to do, and made a decision. He dared not tell
Deb his plan, much as he would like to; and because of that he could not see her again before he left the
Hero's Return . Which meant that he would not see her again, ever.

The thought froze his soul. He lft the little armory and moved aong the length of the ship until he came
to the forward observation chamber. In another life, the view from here had been of stars and glowing
gas clouds and pinwheding gdaxies. It was from here that he and Elke Siry had watched Ceresfall
behind, and he knew that their long journey had begun.

Now Chan saw nothing ahead but the murky waters of Limbo. He said loudly, "Is the computer working
in here?'

Theaudio outlet replied, SERVICE IN THISLOCATION ISGUARANTEED FOR THE NEXT
TWENTY-ONE HOURS, BUT NOT BEYOND.

"That will be more than enough. | want you to record what | say, then make asingle printed copy. After
| review that document and make changes, | want asinglefind printed output, sedled in an envelope. No

copies.



THERE ISNO OUTPUT UNIT AT THISLOCATION. THE NEAREST ISIN ROOM 1[-293,
THIRTY-EIGHT METERSAFT ON THISLEVEL.

"That will befine. I'll pick it up from there. Prepare to record.”
READY FOR INPUT.

Chan took a deep breath. "To General Dag Korin, from Chan Dalton. Some of my actionsin the next
twenty-four hours will be usdess unlessthey are accompanied by very specific actions on your part. Let
mefirst definemy plan. | intend to proceed asfollows. . ."

He spoke, camly but with numerous pauses, for the next hour. The review and revisonstook even
longer. By the time that Chan finished he was fedling the hunger that he had pretended to earlier. Hewas
light-headed from lack of food. He also had to solve one other problem: how was the document that he
had created to be delivered to Dag Korin, after Chan left the ship and not before? The logica answer
was Deb Bisson, but maybe that wasn't logical at al. Maybeit only reflected his aching need to see her
onelast time,

When Chan |eft the observation chamber the interior of theHero's Return seemed like the dead ghost
ship that it was soon to become. The corridors were empty, and Chan felt reluctant to disturb their
slence. Hewasintending to spend most of the night in asuit, donein the dark waters of Limbo, waiting
for the time when he could again go ashore. He knew it would be unpleasant; but he could face that
prospect, and whet lay beyond, more easily than the next few hours on the dying ship.

He walked quietly back toward the control room, the sedled envelope held close to his chest. He was
passing one of the unused passenger suites, in alocation where none of the team had living quarters,
when he heard someonetaking.

" ...beworking. When dl the othersareso busy . . ."

It was Bony Rombelle's voice. Chan redlized that the Bun and Liddy Morse had not been on board the
Hero's Return when everyone e se chose living quarters. They must have settled here, farther forward.

Liddy—easier to hear then Bony—said, "They're not al busy, they'reresting . Nothingisgoing to
happen until tomorrow morning. Well be resting, too. Afterwards. Don't you want to?"

"Of coursel do! | have, ever sincel first met you."

"Wel, then."

"But to do it now—it seems such abad time. The ship isdisintegrating, and if we reach the shore the
Madliesare morelikely to kill usthan help us. By tomorrow night we could be dead.”

"So this could be our last night. What would you rather be thinking when we go ashore tomorrow: We
did what we both wanted to do, and it was absolutely wonderful, and now we can face whatever comes
next? Or we passed up our chance last night, and we didn't do anything, and now maybe we never will?"

"Oh, Liddy. You know what I'd rather . . ."

Chan moved on. He felt uncomfortable, an unwitting audience to private words that no one ese was
intended to hear. And yet, oddly enough, it solved his own problem.



Hewalked on, past the control room, past dark chambers that once contained monstrous weapons
systems, past the engine room, past the supercooled nerve center of the failing computer, until at last he
came to the quarters that he and Deb Bisson shared.

Thefina stepswerethe hardest. He went in, half hoping that Deb would not be there; but she was, lying
facedown on the bed. He walked forward, leaned over, and placed his hand on the small of her back.

That was a dangerous thing to do with awegpons master like Deb, who relied for surviva on inginctive
reaction. It told Chan something when Deb did not move.

Hesad quietly, "I'm sorry for what | told you after the meeting. | redly did need timeto mysdf, but it
wasto write aletter. Thisletter. | want you to hold it for me and giveit to Dag Korin after | leave the
ship."

Before Chan overheard Bony Rombelle and Liddy Morse's private conversation, he had intended to
stop at that. He would see Deb one last time, ask her to deliver hisletter, and leave. Instead he went on,
"I didn't mean to hurt you, but what | did was horrible and wrong. | want to say I'm sorry. And I'd like to
explanwhy | did it, and what | must do next. And | want to tell you why."

She sat up to face him. Looking into her sad brown eyes he found himself telling her everything, in atide
of wordsthat he could not hold back.

As he spoke her face filled with comprehension, then misery, and findly despair. She shook her head.

Chan put hisarmsaround her. "'l know. But it isthe only possible answer. And I'm the only one who can
doit."

He expected an argument, maybe adenid. Instead she pushed her long dark hair back from her face,
lay down again, and said, "Chan, come and hold me.”

"l will." Heleaned forward and felt the room spin about him. How long wasit since he had eaten?"'l will
liedown. But if | could just have something to eat—anything at al.” That would surely be the last straw,
thefind insult. "Deb, I'm sorry, but if | don't have food—"

"You Stay there and take it easy. I'll make something for you. And for me, too. I'm famished. | was
hungry when | followed you from the meeting, but after you sent me away | couldn't eet athing.”

Before Chan could reply she sat up and dipped off the bed in one graceful movement. As he watched
her preparing food in thelittle galey, he was possessed by a sense of longing and loss and vanishing
redity. Thefedling persisted when Deb lifted loaded plates and glasses and came to sit cross-legged
opposite him. The food tasted fine. The wine was as pleasant as ever. Was this how a condemned man
savored hisfinal medl, pretending that it was no different from a thousand others?

"Now we can liedown and talk," Deb said, when they had finished egting. "Don't bother with your dish,
throw it on the floor. Washing-up is over for good on theHero's Return "

Her manner perplexed Chan. He didn't know how he expected her to react to the news that they would
never see each other again, but it certainly wasn't with this calm certainty. Didn't she even care? Her
earlier words said that she did, but now . . . Helay back on the bed, while she leaned over him and ran
her forefinger dong theline of his cheek and down onto his neck.



"Y ou said you needed anap." Her voice came from agreat distance. "Y ou've earned one. So relax and
takeit easy. Closeyour eyes.”

Relax? Takeit easy? When in afew hours you had to put on your suit and dip for the last timeinto the
dienwaters of Limbo, and then take an action for which the Mallieswere likely to kill you? When you
had found someone again after so long apart, and you were going to lose her forever? It was enough to
make a man weep—smile—laugh doud at the crudty of fate. But that was too much work; better to drift
away.

Chan lay ill, very aware of the gentle fingers running aong the side of his neck. Hewanted to sit up and

hold Deb, but his body carried on it the weight of the whole multiverse. Even his eyelids were too heavy.
Thelast thing he saw was Deb's dark hair, descending on him like thefal of night.

* * %

Drugsthat produce insengbility rather than death must be calibrated as to dosage. Deb, working quickly
and unobtrusively, had been given little chance for precision. She waited for five minutes, monitoring
Chan's pulse and respiration rate.

When she was sure that he was deeping naturally and in no danger she picked up the sealed envel ope.
He had asked her to ddliver it to Dag Korin. That was exactly what she proposed to do.

The Generd wasin hisown quarters, sitting upright in achair, fully dressed and aert as though expecting
vigtors. He was sipping aglass of amber liquid.

"Medicind purposes, my dear," he said as she entered. "What can | do for you?'

"Y ou said before Chan came back on board that he might write to you when he did, or maybe leave you
amessage. How did you know?"

"I'm old, Deb Bisson. I've seen lots of heroism, public and private. | knew some of the questions Dalton
had been asking Dr. Siry, and | thought | knew where they might be leading. So he did write to me?"

"Yes. It'shere” Deb held out the envelope. "Hetold meto giveit to you after heleft.”
"My God." Korin sat up straighter. "He hasn't gone, has he?"

"No. Hesadeep.”

"Good. He must have greeat nerves.”

"Great drugs. My drugs. Hell be out for afew hoursunless| give him astimulant.” Deb was il holding
the envelope out to Korin. "Do you want this, or do you aready know what'sinsde?"

"l may be old and treacherous, Deb Bisson, but I'm not psychic." He took the envelope and eyed her
shrewdly. "Y ou know what'sin here, don't you?"

"I do, but not because | looked. Chan told me."

"And asareward for that, you gave him aknock-out drop. Hell hath no fury like awoman informed.
Well, let's see what we have here."



He opened the envel ope and read in silence for afew minutes, now and then nodding. Once he glanced
up a Deb. "Did he say good-bye to you?'

"Hewasworking up toit. | made him fall adeep before he could.”

"Y ou did the right thing. It's annoying, you know, when someone who supposedly reports to me takes
off with hisown plan. In the old days held have been clapped inirons. But now | haveto think."

"Do you want me to go and wake Chan, and bring him here?"

"Oh, no. Let the man deep, he'searned it. Damn fine report, this, logica and complete and with thingsin
it that | never would have thought of." The Generd tapped Chan'sletter. "In fact, with just one or two
crucid changes. . ."

Hefdl slent, staring at nothing and nodding his head. At last he said to Deb, "This drug that you gave
Daton. What condition will he be in when he wakes up? Groggy, or dopey, or good as new?"

"Hell wonder where heisfor afew minutes. Then helll be perfectly normal.”

"Excdlent." Korin gestured to the chair next to him. " Sit down, Deb Bisson, and listen closdly. I'll tll you
exactly what we are going to do. And then | have to write aletter of my own.”

36: ESCAPE

Chan wasfar away from the surface, drifting among the tinted luminous globes that filled the skies of
Limbo. He was close to one of the pearly spheres, ready to dive into its misty depths, when he heard a
faint voice. It was cdling his name, telling him to come back. He descended dowly. He didn't want to
return to aregion of chaos and danger. He dropped into darkness, down and down. He could see
nothing, but at last he heard someone wheezing, noisily and close by. It took along time to recognize the
unpleasant sound as his own breething.

He opened hiseyes. Deb was till leaning over him.

Shesad, "l wondered if you would ever wake up. How are you feding?'

He sat up and put hisarms around her. He saw that she was still clutching hisletter to Dag Korin. He
sad, "Don't deliver that until I've left the ship.” His voice sounded hoarse and muffled, as though he had
developed laryngitis; but histhroat felt fine. He went on, "I'd better be going. Y ou shouldn't have let me
gotodeeplikethat. Whet timeisit?"

"An hour to dawn."

"Youlet medeep dl night! At daybreek | haveto—"



She pulled away and placed the letter in hishand. "I didn't just let you deep. | drugged you. Y ou haveto
reed this"

"Youdrugged me. What for?'
"Y ou haveto read this."

"But | know exactly what'sinit. lwrote it." Chan paused. The envelope that he was holding said, To
Chan Dalton, from Dag Korin. To be opened only after | have |eft the Hero's Return.

Bewildered and cotton-brained, Chan opened the envel ope. He started to read. Chan Dalton—The
actions that you have taken so far, and those which you proposein your letter to me, are
unauthorized. They are also inspired. | ama natural optimist, but in the past few days | had seen
no possible way for our party to survive. | believe that what you suggest offers that survival
chance, together with a hope of return to our own universe.

We will therefore carry out your instructions exactly, with one minor change; namely, you and |
will change places. I, rather than you, will deal with the Mallies. You will lead our group, and
carry out your own detailed instructions. If you doubt that the Mallies will agree to work with me
rather than you, allow me to point out that Friday Indigo, in his meeting here, expressed their
preferencefor working with the leader of the group. That's me. | know the exact Link protocol that
you proposed to follow, because at my request Elke gave me the same thing. The Mallies will
presumably ask where you are. When they do, | will explain that | was obliged to kill you, and that
my degree of self-interest equals or exceeds yours. It is my impression that such an explanation
will be readily accepted.If they want me to shoot or kill one or two of them to prove my resolve or
goodwill, I'll be more than happy to oblige.

Deb was reading over Chan's shoulder. He turned to her. "Did you give him my letter while | was
adeep?'

"Yes | did."
"After | specificaly told you not to?"

"Yes." Deb backed away astep. "Chan, this may not make any senseto you, but if you hadn't come
back, and if you hadn't told me you were sorry, and you hadn't confided in me, | could have let you go. |
mean, | would obvioudly have had no choice, because | wouldn't have known what was happening. But |
would have got over you. Somehow. Only when youdid tell me, and trust me, and rely on me, | just
couldn't stand to lose you. Not again. I'd rather die. Once wastoo many."

"I know that feding." Chan could not resist putting his arms around her again, but only for amoment. He
sad abruptly, "Did Generd Korintdl you what wasin hisletter?’

"No. But he called ameeting while you were adeep, and told all of usthat he had to leave the ship. You
would bein charge, he said, and when | woke you just before dawn you would tell everyone what to do
next. | didn't understand what was going on, but apparently the Angd did. It waved a him and said,
"Ahal amjust going outside now, and | may be gone for some time. Go, Generd Korin, with the
gratitude of the Angelsof Sdllora. We are along-lived species. We hope that we will meet you again.’
Doyou undergtand al that?'

"Y es. Not the thing that sounds like the quote, but what the Angel meant." Chan read on, aloud.”You



are aware of my opinion of generals and admirals who are miles or lightyears away from the
battle, and still try to control the action. My best advice to you is, be flexible and do whatever
feelsright. Tell everyone—especially Elke Sry—not to worry about me. AsI've told her many
times, Benjamin Franklin is one of my heroes. He said he wished that he could be pickled in a
barrel for a couple of hundred years so that he could see what the world was like when he came
out. | feel the same way. And who knows—"

The knock on the outer door was loud enough to make Chan jump and Deb spin around into afighting
attitude. Danny Casement poked hishead in.

"I don't want to disturb, but me and Tully need some advice. We dragged together awhole heap of stuff
we might need on shore, but it'salot more than onetrip. The General never got back to usto say how
many loads wed take, and he | eft the ship before we had timeto ask him. He saysyou'rein charge,
right?’

Chan stared at the letter in hishand. " guess so."

"Then how much stuff do we want to take?'

Chan stood up. "Nothing. Just ourselves, the Angdl, and the Pipe-Rilla. Is she il catatonic?"

"Coming out of it abit, Angd says. But ook, Chan, we can't set up camp with nothing. Well &t least
need food and drink."

"WEe're not going to set up camp.” Chan looked at his watch. By now, Dag Korin should be ashore.
"Well need suits, and that's al. Can you be ready in thirty minutes?'

"With nothing to take we can beready in five. But | don't know where the Bun and Liddy have got to,
nobody's seen them since early last night.”

"l know where you can find them. Passenger suite [-47, forward. | hope Bony isn't brain-dead this
morning. Hell have lots of work to do."

"Why should he be?"

"Go get them, and you'll see. Deb and | will take care of Tully and Elke Siry. They'll give usahand with
the Angd and Vow-of-Slence.”

"Tully'snot in hisown place."
"Whereishe?'

"With Elke." Danny shrugged. "Don't ask me, maybe it's the heavy water. I've never believed it was safe
to drink. Or maybeit'sthe thought that well al be dead in afew hours.”

"Not if | can helpit." Chan stuffed Dag Korin'sletter into his pocket. He didn't need it a the moment,
because everything to be donein the next hour had been detailed in his own |etter to the Generd. "Fifteen
minutes, in auits, a the main airlock. Come on, Deb."

Chan waked out. He knew that Danny was itching to ask questions. Everyone would be. They had to
wait. Either there would be plenty of time to answer, four hours from now; or al answerswould be



irrdevant.

* % *

Vow-of-Silence was the most difficult. When Danny had carried the Pipe-Rilla back to theHero's Return
it had taken haf an hour to remove the curled and rigid form from its suit. Putting asuit back on was even
harder unless you knew Pipe-Rillatricks. By thetime that Chan and Deb, carrying her between them,
reached the airlock, the others were dready waiting.

"Elke." Chan was beginning to worry about one aspect of his own plan. The Ma acostracans were not
obliged to follow the schedule they had offered the previous day. Suppose they decided to go ahead
sooner than expected—any time, once Dag Korin met with The One?"Y ou've sudied the satellite maps
more than anyone else. Can you lead us ashore?’

"I can. But not aswell asyou could. Y ou and Deb Bisson and Danny Casement have already been
there, | have not."

"l don't want to go to that part of the land. When | |€ft it was patrolled by Mallie guards who shoot
before they think. In fact, they can't think. | want to go in aong theinlet where theMood Indigo is
beached.”

"That'seasy." Likethe others, Elke wasfully suited but with her helmet open. Her expression was
nervous and her face gaunt as ever, but as usud she answered without seeming to take timeto think.
"The opening to theinlet isfifteen degrees south of east. After that wefollow the line of the main channe
due east. TheMood Indigo will be six hundred metersaong, on the left.”

"You'rein charge of getting usthere. The it should be back on the seabed and the water clear. If not,
we go singlefile and hold on to each other. Bony."

"Right here." Bony at least didn't seem to be worried. The face insde the helmet was as serene as ever,
and he was beaming.

Chan fdt awkward now with Bony and Liddy. He knew that wasridiculous. They had no ideathat he
had overheard their private conversation. He wondered if they had asked Danny how he knew whereto
find them.

Why did your brain throw such irrelevancies at you, when you were trying to organize to save your life?

"Bony, when we reach theMood Indigo you'll have to work faster and harder than you ever worked.
We need to know if that ship can fly, and if it can stand a vacuum environment. Friday Indigo said that it
could when he was here, but in his condition I'd hate to take hisword for anything.”

Bony gulped. "How long will | have?'

"Until we're forced to try for atakeoff. Then well find out if what you did was enough—one way or
another.”

Bony gulped again, harder than before. Chan ignored him. He took aquick ook around. Bony, Liddy,
Deb, Danny, Tully and Elke; the suitless Angel, slent and presumably grumpy, uprooted from its precious
soil pot so asto be more easily carried; the Pipe-Rilla, unconscious and coiled around itself like lengths of
flexible ductwork: the whole remaining crew of theHero's Return , asready asit would ever be.



"Close hemets, and let's go. It will be asqueeze, but we can dl fit in thelock. Tully and Bony, you take
Vow-of-Silence. Elke, you exit firs—but wait for the rest of us before you move."

Chan and Danny Casement entered the lock last, carrying the Angel between them. Gressel suddenly
cameto life and muttered, "Farewell.Well done, thou good and faithful servant. "

Chan redlized that Gressel must be talking to the ship's computer. It was enormoudly capable and close
to sentience, and maybe from the point of view of the Angel's own sentient inner crystal the computer
wasless dien than humans. But with acomputing system spread through the whole ship therewas no
possibleway to takeit with them.

Thelock closed and flooded. The Angel was suddenly no load at al. They would have to be careful to
make surethat it did not float away from them. Asthe outer hatch opened, Chan saw that his guesswas
correct. The sediment had settled back to the bottom as the effects of the storm faded, and the ocean of
Limbo was clearer than he had ever seenit.

Communi cation was not possible using the suit radios underwater. It was asilent and dow-moving
procession that followed Elke Siry. Chan wished that they could speed up, but he didn't want to risk
rising to the surface and using suit jets when Maacostracan guards might be watching the sea.

Elke seemed to know exactly what she was doing. When she had traveled a certain distance she angled
to theleft. They had reached adrowned valley, and were walking along its center. In another few
hundred meters she turned | eft again, thistime more sharply, and began to ascend the valley dope.

In another half minute the helmet of her suit disappeared from view. Chan redized that it must have
broken the surface and was now above water. One by one, the rest followed. Helmet vanished, then
shoulders, then chest. Findly it was Chan's own turn, and he ingtinctively blinked as his head emerged.

Elke was dready beyond the waterline. He took one quick look at her, a theMood Indigo on the dope
right ahead—thank Heaven for EIke's maniafor precision—then up and down the shore. It wasfull day.
Therewas no sgn of Maacostracans. If everything could just stay theway it wasfor five more minutes .

Chan heard acommoation in the line ahead. He dropped his sde of the Angel and hurried forward. Tully
and Bony were having trouble, trying to hold on to a suddenly animated V ow-of-Silence. In spite of its
tube-like build, the Pipe-Rillawas incredibly strong. V ow-of-Silence broke free, and before anyone
could manage to reach her she went bounding away aong the shore of the inlet in ten-meter legps.

Bony was al set to follow when Chan grabbed hisarm. "No. Y ou'd never catch her. Look at her go."

They followed the Pipe-Rillas direction of travel. "Away from the Maacostracan camp,” Elke said. "If
she keepsthat heading at that speed, shélll reach the line of vegetation in afew minutes. Therésavery
rough areabeyond it, and I'm not sure we can follow her there. But neither can anyoneelse.”

"Vow-of-Silence will haveto look after hersdf for the moment,” Chan said. "We haveto get ingde the
Mood Indigo. Come on, up the dope.”

Easer said than done. Lifting the ship from the seato its present location would have been impossibleif
the Ma acostracans had not possessed anti-gravity machines. The side of theinlet was amess of
sharp-edged rock that at first sight could not be climbed. Liddy was the one, ranging away to the left,
who found along cleft that a person could scramble up. Then it was everyone working together, to hoist



the unwidldy bulk of the Angdl along the narrowing crack in the rock. In any gravity field stronger than
Limbo'sthey could never have doneit. Asit was, the whole party was panting and strained when at last
they levered Gressdl over the lip of the rocky bowl where theMood Indigo lay, and could scramble the
rest of theway.

Again, Chan wasthe last one up. He found Bony standing by the side of the stranded ship, shaking his
head.

"L ooks pretty good,” Chan said, as he came up to Bony.

That earned him askeptical glance. "Appearances don't tell you much,” Bony said. "The storm gave her
aterrible bashing. All the external communi cations equipment was stripped off."

"How'sthe hull? Was it breached?"

"I can't tell from here. Friday Indigo bought the best, so that should help. But there's only one way to
know. Oncewe'reinsdewell change internal pressure and see what happens.”

Bony sounded upbest. Chan didn't let that fool him. Rather than being terrified by their Situation, the Bun
was exhilarated by the chanceto try hisfix-up skills on aship that back in the solar system would have
been consigned to the junkyard. Even o, repairing theMood Indigo soit could fly might need magic; and
the specidist in magic, Chrisse, was not here.

Chan paused to worry about that, too, while the others were opening the lowest hatch on the ship and
putting in place the portable ladder. He watched asthe Angel wasllifted and stuffed unceremonioudy
insde

It was dl aquestion of timing and distance. If The One followed her origina plan, Chan had about two
hours. Chrissie and Tarbush would have less than that to reach theMood Indigo , assuming that hecdled
them now and was able to contact them at once. Every minute he waited decreased their margin. On the
other hand, once he made a call the Ma acostracans might detect it, traceits point of origin, and either
capture the party on theMood Indigo or smply destroy the ship.

Chan went to the ladder and ascended. He did not enter the ship, but smply poked his head inside the
hatch. Bony aready had everyone except the Angdl organized and hard a work. He caught sight of
Chan and called, "Comeingide. | want to close the hatch and check pressurization.”

"I'll be outsde for awhilelonger. Carry on with your test, and I'll bein whenit'sfinished.”

Inasenseit made Chan'sdecision for him. Theinterna pressure change and test of hull integrity would
take at least half an hour. Bony had dl the help that he needed. Chan was ready to duck away and
descend the ladder when he redlized that there was still amissing piece. He stuck his head back in and
cdled again.

Bony glared impatiently at Chan. As he came over to him he said, "L ook, if you want meto get thisthing
tofly—"

"l do. We may havetotry, evenif the ship isn't ready. Have Liddy keep an eye open for any big vessdl
taking off from the Mallies field and heading out to sea. If she sees one, you lift off and follow
it—whether I'm on board or not."



Bony looked artled. "But if you're not here—"

"Doit. I'll explainlater."If there isa later . Chan ignored Bony and called to Elke, "Do you have the
protocols you devel oped for moving between levels of the multiverse?”

She was over by the little computer of theMood Indigo , studying it. She gave Chan or the computer—it
was hard to tell which—adisdainful glare. "Of course.”

"If Bony takes off, feed him the fina one of those protocols, and tell him to useit.”

"But won't you be at the controls? Y ou were the one—"

Chan was out of the hatch and down the ladder before he could hear the rest of her sentence.

He glanced around him. He needed alocation with some specific properties. It had to be high, so that it
provided good line-of-sight radio transmission over awide area. It needed to be in a position from which
theMood Indigo was not directly visble; and idedly it should be hidden from the Maacostracan
encampment.

The best he could manage was a compromise. He walked southeast for ten minutes, away from the sea
and over the brow of ajutting ridge. On the other side of the hill he stopped. He couldn't seethe
encampment, and he couldn't see the ship. But would anyone hear him?

He began transmission. "Chrisse and Tarb, are you receiving? Hello. Can you hear me?’

He repeated the message three times at one-minute intervals. He was looking at hiswatch and beginning
to fed that he was wasting histime when the receiver beeped. A breathless voice said, "Are you there?!

"Chrisse?'

"Yes. And Tarb. Weve been sending out signals every hour, but we move around dl the time because
we don't want the Malacostracans to be able to homein on our signd. Were both fine."

"Good. Where are you?"

"Werein the areathat Elke Siry marked as "badlands." She wasn't kidding. When we heard your cdl
we were only forty metersfrom our suits, but it took us until now to scramble back to them. Thisplaceis
more up and down than sideways. It has caves and crevasses and overhangs worse than Miranda.
Where areyou ? My suit shows you farther south and closer than | expected.”

"How far?'

"About ten kilometersline-of-sght.”

"Damn." Chan chose his next words carefully. He had to assume that the Mdlies might be listening, and
that Friday Indigo would be there to interpret anything that was said. "We left theHero's Return . You
have our heading and our distance. Can you get herein two hours?"

He heard Chriss€s snort of amusement. "Areyou kidding? Ten kilometers line-of-sight islike fifty on

the ground. We picked this place so we'd be hard to get at, and it'sjust as hard to get out. If we didn't
fal over adliff or down asink hole—the areaisfull of them—we might reach you before dark. More



likely it would be sometime tomorrow."
"That'swhat | was afraid you'd say. How's your supply Situation?”

"Wetook care of that. Friday Indigo gets by eating native flora or fauna, but we didn't like the ook of
the stuff. We raided the camp supply case and brought enough food and drink to last for weeks.”

"Good. Now listen closdly, because we don't have much moretime. The Malies could be hominginon
both of us."

He spoke fast for two minutes.

"Got it," Chrisse said cheerfully when he wasfinished. "Go do your thing, right now. Tarb and | will
crossour fingers.”

"So will we. For you. Oh, and keep your eyes open for Vow-of-Silence. | don't havetimeto tell you
what happened to her, but she's running loose aong with Eager Seeker.”

"We saw afew Tinker components here and there in the bushes, but no sign of a Composite. Well be
on thelookout. Scruffy isgtill missing, too, and I'll never persuade Tarbush to go without her. Don't
worry about us. Wel manage. Ready to close?’

llcl()s'rglll

Chan went at once to the top of the ridge and scanned the horizon in the direction of the Malacostracan
encampment. The sky was clear. No angry swarm of trifoliate aircraft was heading hisway, but that
might change any second.

He hurried back to theMood Indigo . The hatch was closed, but Tully opened it at the first knock.
"Saw you hurrying, had usworrying,” hesaid. "Comein."

"How was the pressurization test?"

"The ship'sdl right, good and tight. We can fly."

TheMood Indigo had been designed for a crew of three, and the flight deck was crowded with seven
humans and an Angel. Bony had gone a step beyond Chan's order, and posted lookouts at each of the
three ports. ™Y ou said to watch for anything coming from the Malies fied," he said, as Chan joined him

at the control console. Elke Siry was dready in the copilot chair. "But | thought we ought to know about
anything that flies, no matter what direction it comesfrom.”

He stood up. "Here. Y ou and Elke can handle the ship better than me. Thereésafew hundred things|'d
like to check before we take off."

"Tully said we areready tofly."

"| told him that so he wouldn't fiddle with equipment he doesn't understand. | fed surewe can go up if
we haveto. But | need another hour before I'm convinced that we can stay there.”

Bony headed for the lower levels, down to the engine room of theMood Indigo . Chan sat down and



reviewed the status panel. It was amass of red flashing lights. Every externa antenna had been swept
away. Mogt of theimaging sensors were out of action, leaving the ship partidly blind. One of the seven
main engineswas clogged, probably with silt, and another contained ahairline crack initsfud feed.
Neither could be used without danger of an explosion. The ship's profile had been deformed by structural
changesto one of the airlocks. Two stabilizer fins were bent, and athird had been ripped off.
Atmospheric flight, if it happened at al, would be acombination of computer thrust balance and human
seat-of -the-pants improvisation.

In summary, theMood Indigo was amess. Bony had primed the five undamaged engines, but the whole
ship needed amgor overhaul. Back in the solar system it would have been declared atotd loss.

Chan was calling for amore detailed summary of engine balance problemswhen Liddy, over to hisleft,
sad quietly, "Something took off. A big something."

Chan glanced ingtinctively to the displays. He cursed to himsdlf as he redized that the ones he needed
were all out of action. He stood up and moved quickly to Liddy'sside. A Ma acostracan vessel—one of
the two big ones, labeled by Dag Korin as mother ships—floated in the sky to the northwest.

He asked Liddy, "Isit coming thisway?'

"l don't think s0." She was tracking the ship closaly, using her hand on the glass of the port to measure
relaive motion. "If it keeps going theway it sarted, it will passwel north of us. | think it's heading west."

"Tosea," Chan said. "Toward the Link." He hurried back to the controls. One of the imaging sensorsin
the seaward direction was gtill working. It showed aflickering yellow glow on the horizon. "Bony?"

"Here"

"We don't have an hour. Stop whatever you're doing. Were lifting off. Now."

"“Three more minutes—"

"NOW Everybody, brace for takeoff."

Chan applied power to the five working engines. He did it gingerly, aware that they were not balanced,
and heflinched at the creak and groan of the flexing hull. The ship had not been designed to fly with
lopsided thrugt. It was vibrating al over—and they had not |eft the ground.

All or nothing. "Hold tight!" Chan stopped breathing and went to three-quarter power. TheMood Indigo
lifted, tilted, and began to swoop sideways. The computer caught the imbalance with itsinertia guidance
system and applied the correction in milliseconds. The ship wobbled, straightened, and lifted again. Chan
applied laterd thrust. He had to take them west, toward the sea. They must paralldl the course of the
Malacogtracan ship, then angle in toward it onceit was well away from land.

How close dare he come? Too far, and they might miss the opportunity. Too close, and they would be
noticed.

"Another Mdlie ship." Danny Casement was stationed at another port, facing east. "One of the smaller
ones. It'scoming thisway."

Another decision had been made for Chan. He increased power again. TheMood Indigo groaned,



shivered, and went racing west.
"Elke?"
"Ready." She sat poised over the copilot controls. "I've dready entered the sequence. Say when.”

The big Mdacostracan ship showed as afleck of light in theimaging sensor. It was moving fater,
beyond the shoreline now and skimming aong just acouple of hundred meters above the glittering
surface. Beyond it, maybe five kilometers away, the line that separated sea and sky was starting to blur
and deform into afuzzy-edged disk.

"Link opening,” Elke said in ashaky voice. " Sequence complete. Y our action.”

Chan accelerated, narrowing the distance between theMood Indigo and the Maacostracan ship. Timing
wasthe key. What happened if you tried to pass through a Link that was gill forming, or beginning to
close? No human or Stellar Group member had ever done such athing. Or better say, no one had done
it and survived to talk about it.

The disk ahead formed an exact semicircle on the surface of the sea. The Maacostracan ship wasracing
toward its geometrical center. TheMood Indigo was close enough for Chan to make out pincer-like
grapples on thetri-lobed hull.

"The ship behind isclosing on us" Danny said in aneutra voice. "It'saso changing profile. | don't like
the look of it. | suggest that this might be avery good timeto hurry."

"Completing transfer sequence,” Chan said. Too soon? But he had no choice. And the Ma acostracan
ship ahead was arrowing into the glowing heart of the circle. At the moment of entry the Link flared and
dissolved into fringes of multicolored light.

TheMood Indigo plunged forward into the swirl of the rainbow. Chan felt thefirst hint of afamiliar but
aways-unfamiliar moment of nauseaand vertigo. His body turned insde out, turned upside down,
inverted to become its own mirror image.

The ship was beginning its Link transfer. Chan and his team were escaping their pursuers, departing
Limbo, leaving thisuniverse. And they would come out—where?

In the find moment, anew form of energy swept through theMood Indigo . The control board in front of
Chan went dark. Thelightswent out.Blind and dead , he thought.We're dead and blind . The crippled
ship vanished into the multiverse.

37: UNFINISHED
BUSINESS

Stars.



There were stars again, glittering hard-edged points of brilliance in ablack sky.

They shonein through every port in their thousands. And nothing ingde theMood Indigo competed with
thelr remote luminance; because every form of internd power, including lighting, had failed. Theinsde of
aship should never be silent. Now this one lacked even the purr of air circulators.

"It happened in the fina split-second,” Bony said. He was over at the main systems pand, flipping
switches and examining displays. "Dead, dead, dead. Not athing'sworking." He turned on thetiny lamp
on hissuit helmet. "No wonder, every level isdown to zero. But we were lucky. The other ship hit usjust
aswewere going into the Link. It sucked usdry, but it didn't have time to dump in resonant energy. A
few seconds more and we'd have been blown apart.”

"Can you do anything about it?' Chan was gill adjusting to theideathat they were dive—not just dive,
but in auniverse showing familiar congtdlations. The Link exit point must be within alightyear of Sol.
Without any form of power, though, they could not signd for help. And without help their survival might
not continue for long.

"Oh, | canfix it," Bony said. "We still have generator capacity, and lots of fuel. A few replacement parts
here, alittle bypasswork there. I'll do lightsand air first. Everything elsewill come back on-linein afew
hours and we can tell people where we are. One thing about Friday Indigo, he bought only the best.”

Bony spoke confidently, but Chan noticed a curious chill in hisvoice. He glanced around the cabin. It
was hard to make out the faces behind the visors, but everyone was unnaturally quiet. They were not
babbling like agroup which had just escaped desth by the narrowest of margins. Deb would not even
look in hisdirection. Only Elke Siry was her usua sdf—and the Angdl, of course, remained unreadable
at the best of times.

"Areyoufeding dl right?' Chan said. "Was anyone hurt during the trangtion”?”

Shaking heads. But till the coldness, and along perplexing silence, until at last Tully OToolesaid, "We
may al befeding fine, but weleft Chrisand Tarb behind.”

Danny Casement added at once, "Not just Chrissie and Tarbush, either. What about Dag Korin, and
Vow-of-Silence, and Eager Seeker? | know they weren't members of our origina team, but we shouldn't
have deserted them to the Maacostracans.”

"Not even Friday Indigo," Bony added. "1 admit | hated him, because of theway hetreated Liddy. And
| know that the Angel saysthere's some sort of Mallieinside him, so heisn't human any more. But we
shouldn't have left him with them. It waswrong.”

"And if we had saved him from them,” Liddy said, "maybe something could have been doneto help him."

"That may well be s0." Gressal spoke up unexpectedly. Unlike anyone €l se on board, the Angel sounded
positively cheerful. "Most of Friday Indigo's origind brain still exists. Possibly it can be restored to permit
independent thought. To the extent, of course, that any human is capable of such.You cannot make a
silk purse out of a sow's ear ."

Chan wished that Dag Korin were on board, to sayOr get sense from an overgrown artichoke .
Suddenly, he felt immensely weary. He leaned back in the control chair. "We didn't desert Chrisse and
the Tarb, or Eager Seeker and V ow-of-Silence. We didn't even desert Friday Indigo. | mean, it looked
likewedid, but weredly didn't. Asfor Dag Korin.. . ."



"The Generd was on the Ma acostracan ship," Deb said. "The one that entered the Link ahead of us. |
know you wanted to be on it instead of him, Chan. But wedid desert Tarbush and Chrissie. We left them
behind on Limbo. Y ou can't deny that."

"l don't. But | spoke to them before we left, and it's not the way it seems. Asfor Dag Korin, we didn't
have much choice. The Mdlies wanted to be taken through toour universe, and that wasthe last place
we wanted them." Chan turned to Elke Siry. "Y ou know the multiverse alot better than | do. Would you
explain that part of it, and I'll do the rest?"

"Well." Elke bit her lower lip and looked a Tully for support. He nodded encouragingly. "Well, | guess
0. It garts because the multiverse exists on many different levels. We're back in our own origina leve
now, and Limbo isin adifferent one. Thelevelsdiffer in the total mass-energy associated with them. The
way that | liketo think of it, a higher total mass-energy correspondsto a higherfrequency of that
universe's spacetime, exactly the way that ahigher frequency implies ahigher energy in éectromagnetic
radiation. Higher frequency meansahigher clock rate. So if you know the mass-energy of aleve of the
multiverse, you can useit to caculate rates for the passage of time."

"Elke" Tully said gently. "Timeis passing right here, and you'renot a al clear. | can't spesk for the
othersbut | have no ideawhat you're talking about.”

"l do," said Bony. "Or | think | do. Elke, are you saying that a clock can run at adifferent ratein every
multiverse?'

"Exactly." Elke nodded toward Chan. "He knew al this, which iswhy he asked meto dowhat | did.”

"Which was to seek out the most extreme case she could find," Chan added. "1 had given Elke atask:
look for alevel of the multiverse where the clock rate isslowest . She found one that she called the
Omegaleve, aplace where time runs two thousand times as dow asit does on Limbo. While one day
passesin the Omegaleve of the multiverse, two thousand days—more than six years—go by on Limbo.
And time on Limbo runs sixty times as dow again asit doesin our own universe. Two months pass here,
one day passes there. So when you put those two factors together, if you spendone day on the Omega
levdthree hundred and twenty-eight years go by in our universe. It was my plan to take the Mdliesto
the Omegalevel"—he glanced at Deb—"but Dag Korin had other ideas. He went in my place.”

Chan pulled a printed sheet from his pocket and illuminated it with his helmet lamp. "The Genera seems
pretty upbeat about the whole thing. Heré's what he wrote to us. Benjamin Franklin is one of my
heroes. He said he wished that he could be pickled in a barrel for a couple of hundred years so
that he could see what the world was like when he came out. | feel the same way. And who
knows? Maybe that's what I'll do. As soon as the Mallie ship emerges on the Omega level, I'll tell
themthat | made a minor miscal culation, and we have to go back to Limbo and try again. | don't
think The One will kill me at that point—she will be relying on me. If they make the turnaround at
once, say four hours Omega-time, and then they find a way to make an immediate jump through
to our own univer se—which they're not about to learn from me, you can be sure of that—you'll
have fifty-plus years to get yourselves ready for their arrival, because time on Limbo runs sixty
times as slow asit does on Earth, and the Omega level runs two thousand times slower than
Limbo. | reckon that when they get there you should be able to organize a pretty strong
welcoming party. But don't damage the Mallie ship too much, because | plan to be on it. Actually,
| suspect that long before | get there, you will have—well, you know my philosophy. I'm going to
leave the rest of the thought to you. " Chan folded the letter. "Thefirst time | met Dag Korin, he sad
that no matter what peopletell you about old soldiers fading avay, he didn't want to be like that. Hed



rather go down in flames. He dso explained to us, severa times, his philosophy. Generals and admiras
who are lightyears—or universes—away from the battle should not try to control the action. So he won't
tell uswhat we haveto do next. But he hints at it, with his comment that time on Limbo runssixty timesas
dow asit doeson Earth.”

Deb said suddenly, "Y oudidn't desert them. Y ou knew we'd be going back. Y oualways intended to go
back."

"Of course." Chan could sense the tension lessening around the cabin. "L ook at it thisway. Chrisse and
Tarbush have loads of supplies, enough for weeks. Eager Seeker isdready living off the land, and
Vow-of-Silence can survive for along time without any food at al. Evenif it takes three monthsto
organize arescue party, that'sonly aday and ahdf on Limbo."

"It will take lessthan three months,” the Angd said. "How long, engineer, before this ship has the power
tosendasgnd?'

It took asecond for Bony to redlize that the Angel must be talking to him. A redl engineer a last! "Just a
few more minutes. We're reaching a critica recharge point.”

"Very good. When that happens, we will send our signal. And we will exert our authority, asan Angedl of
Sdlora, to requisition at once another ship; aship, thistime, equipped for a submarine environment and
with defenses against Maacostracan attack.”

"Do you want to get back so quickly because you're worried about Eager Seeker and
Vow-of-Silence?' Elke asked. More than anyone else in the cabin she seemed at ease with the Angel.

"Not at dl. They are more than ableto look after themsalves. What interests us—and them—isthe
further exploration of the multiverse and the potentid of anti-gravity; plus, of course, the vast excitement
of adding another speciesto the roster of known intelligences.”

"The bubble people?' Bony said.
"We were thinking more of the Maacostracans.”

"But they'remonsters ," Bony protested. "L ook what they did to Friday Indigo. And they blew our
orbiters out of the sky without even waiting to find out what they were. And if we hadn't escaped into the
Link, they'd have destroyed us, too."

"We see your point, of course, and we find it difficult to dispute.” The Angel's synthesized voice
managed a hint of dy satisfaction. "No such aggressive race should be dlowed to mingle with civilized
peoples. No one with ahistory of violence should be part of the community of intelligent beings. No race
which has attacked another isworthy of consderation. Such arace should be kept in indefinite
Quarantine.”

Chan cleared histhroat. "Wdll, actually, spesking on behalf of dl of us. . ."

"Theissue of quarantine will be the subject of discussion on adifferent occasion. We will say, however,
that your actions on Limbo prove to us that humans are acceptable and even necessary participantsin
many Stellar Group affairs. The question to be resolved now is the composition of the group returning to
Limbo."



"Why, it will beus ," Deb said. She glanced around at the others. "Won't it? We started as ateam, welll
return asateam.”

"There are those present who may question that assumption.” The Angd turned, clumsly, so that its
speech center pointed toward Chan Ddton. "We sense that you wish to offer thoughts on the subject.”

Chan shook his head and did not speak.
"Chan?' Deb said.
Danny Casement added, "Y ou're the one who brought us here. Y ou organized the whole thing."

"l did." Chan looked not at Danny, but a Deb. "I dragged you here, but | think that was my mistake. |
know we haven't deserted Chrissie and the others. Someone will go back for them. But | don't think
werequaifiedtodoit.”

"Of course were qudified!" Danny looked shell-shocked. "We're the team, the original can-do kids.
Y ou dwaystold usthat.”

"l know what | said. We're the team, the best there is. We're up to anything that the starways can throw
at us." Chan stared around at the bewildered faces. "I believed al that mysalf. But just look at my
miserable performance since we started. | brought you through the Link entry point without knowing
where we were going. When we arrived, | didn't know where we were. We escaped to our own
universe—but only because this ship happened to be available. We left our own ship and half of our
party behind. Weve been like abunch of children, meddling in affairstoo complex for us. And dl the
specid sKills, the onesthat | thought made us a perfect mix, what did we do with them?Debisa
weapons master, and she didn't use any weapons'— Deb seemed ready to spesk, then closed her
mouth—"Chrisse couldn't find usesfor her magic. Tully didn't talk to any diens, nor did Tarbush. Danny
was awasted talent. The only one who had to do agood job was Bony, and that was because we
messed up in every other way. Asfor me, | didn't do onething right. So let me ask you, are we qudified
to go back to Limbo? Are we quaified to goanywhere ? Shouldn't we leave it to people who know
wheat they aredoing?"

Deb Bisson moved to Chan's side and took his handsin hers. She did not speak, and the reply, when it
came, was from an unexpected source.

"Of courseyou are not qudified." The Angd'stone was chiding. ""Faced with unknown dangers, no
organismisqualified . It cannot assureits own survival, il less can it guarantee the rescue and safety of
others. At mogt, an intelligent being can seek to minimize risks. However, your team ismore qudified
than anyone ese. Y ou performed vastly better than ateam of Tinkers and Pipe-Rillas. Better, even, than
an Angd of Sdlora. And you did al thiswithout ever resorting to violence . We ask you—we implore
you—to take your team again to Limbo."

Asthe Angel paused, a buzzer sounded through the cabin of theMood Indigo.

"Critical recharge point, dl systems,” Bony said. "Nearly there. Wait for it."

Thelightscame on, dim at first but brightening. An air circulator gaveits preliminary moan. The display
screens came dive, and from the control audio a puzzled human voice said, "Mood Indigo? Thisisthe

Tortugas access node. Isthat theMood Indigo ?We are receiving your sgna and ship 1D, but we show
you aslost from the system ayear ago.”



"A year!" Liddy exclamed. "A wholeyear?"

"Something we haveto get used to,” Chan said dowly. "With the multiverse, timeisreally rdaive” He
turned to Gressdl. "l hear your request. But there's another human expression I've never heard from any
Angd:Put your money where your mouth is ."

"We have no mouth. However, we are familiar with the saying.”

"Then act onit. Y ou beg usto return to Limbo. If we went, would you come with us?'

"Why, no. Certainly not."

"If we accept,will you comewith us?’

"We? The Angd, Gresse? Why do you even suggest such athing?'

"Because you are one reason for our survival. We need you. Even without a pooling of minds, ateam of
Stdlar Group membersis stronger than any individua species.”

"But thereisdanger on Limbo. We avoid danger.”

"So do we. For us, you are part of that avoidance. Y ou speak of civilized peoples. Does acivilized
being consider its own survival more important than the surviva of other intelligent beings?

"It should not."
"Then if wereturn to Limbo, will you come with us?"

Gressel gave avery human sigh. "For usto entertain such a suggestion should itsdlf be unthinkable. Look
homeward, Angel . We ought to return at once to Sellora. However, we suspect that human insanity
may be contagious.”

The Angel turned to Bony. "Allow usto use your communications sysem.Where ignoranceis bliss, 'tis
folly to be wise . We are ready to begin."



