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Parts 2 & 3 were taken from Analog and parts 1 and 4 were taken from the NESFA "The Essential Hal
Clement Volume 3", the novel version, which isto be the 'definative verson. The discrepanciesare
minor, | haven't even been able to spot them.

13: FACT ISSTRANGE, FICTION CONVINCING

Barlennan was quite pleased with his speech. He had not told a single fal sehood; the worst he could be
accused of was fuzzy thinking. Unless some humans were aready actively suspicious, there would be no
reason for them not to pass on the "theory" to the Kwembly' s captain, thustelling him theline that
Barlennan proposed to follow. Dondragmer could be trusted to play up properly, especidly if the hint
that Kabremm might not be available for further questioning were transmitted to him. It wastoo bad, ina
way, to spring the "native menace" so long before he had meant to; it would have been much nicer to let
the human beingsinvent it for themselves, but any plan which couldn’t be modified to suit new
circumstances was a poor plan, Barlennan told himsdlf.

Aucoin was taken very much aback. He had personaly had no doubt whatever that Easy was mistaken,
snce he had long ago written the Esket completdy off, in hisown mind, and Barlennan’ staking her
opinion serioudy had been abad jolt. The administrator knew that Easy was by far the best qudified
person in the station to make such arecognition; he had not, however, expected the Mesklinites
themsalvesto be aware of this. He blamed himself for not paying much more attention to the casud
conversation between human observers (especidly Easy) and the Mesklinites over the past few months.
Hehad let himself get out of touch, acardind adminigrativesin.

He could see no reason for denying Barlennan’ s request, however. He glanced at the others. Easy and
Mersereau were [ooking expectantly at him; the woman had her hand on the microphone sdector in her
chair arm asthough about to cal Dondragmer. Her husband had ahaf-smile on hisface which puzzled
Aucoin dightly for amoment, but astheir eyes met Hoffman nodded as though he had been analyzing the
Mesklinite stheory and found it reasonable. The planner hesitated amoment longer, then spoke into his
microphone.

"We'll do that right away, Commander.” He nodded to Easy, who promptly changed her selector switch
and began talking. Benj returned just as she started, obvioudy bursting with information, but he restrained
himsalf when he saw that a conversation with the Kwembly was aready in progress. Hisfather watched
the boy as Easy relayed the Barlennan theory, and had some difficulty in concedling his amusement. It
was S0 obvious that Benj was swalowing the ideawhole. Well, he was young, and severd of hiselders



seemed abit uncritical too.

"Barlennan wants your thoughts on this possibility, and especidly any more information you may have
obtained from Kabremm," concluded Easy. "That’ sal—no, wait." Benj had caught her attention. "My
son has come back from the aerology |ab, and seems to have something for you.”

"Mr. McDevitt has made one run with the new measures added to the earlier dataand ismaking a
second now," Benj said without preamble. "According to the first, he wasright about the reason for the
melting and freezing of your lake, and the nature of the clouds which Stakendee has encountered. The
chances are better than even that condensation from these will increase, and make the stream near you
bigger. He suggests that you check very carefully, as he mentioned before, the time the clouds reach the
Kwembly. As he guessed, they are evaporating from adiabatic heating asthe air carrying them comes
down the ground dope. He saysthat the later they are in getting to you, the worse the flood will be when
it does. | don't seewhy mysdlf, but that’s what the computer implies. He said to be sure to remind you
that thiswasjust another tentative calculation, just aslikely to bewrong asany of the earlier ones. He
went into along speech about al the reasons he couldn’t be sure, but you' ve heard it dready.”

Dondragmer’ s answer commenced amost on the light-echo; he could not have spent more than a second
or two after the end of Benj’ sreport in deciding what to say.

"Very well, Benj. Please tdll Barlennan that hisidea sounds reasonable, and at least fitsin with the
disappearance of my two fliers. | have had no opportunity to get information from Kabremm, if it redly
was he; | haven't seen him. He hasn't come back to the Kwembly. Y ou could tell better than | whether
he' s till with Stakendee and those who went upstream. | will take precautions on the assumption that the
commander isright. If the idea had occurred to me earlier, | certainly would not have sent out practicaly
my entire crew to set up the safety base at the Side of the valley.

"However, it may bejust aswell | did. | see no possibility of freeing the cruiser in any reasonabletime,
and if Mr. McDevitt iseven moderately sure that another flood is on the way we Il have to finish moving
out shortly. If acurrent anything like the one that brought us here hits the Kwembly while she' sfastened
down likethis, there |l be pieces of hull scattered for amillion cables downstream. When my men come
back we' |l take one more load of necessary equipment and abandon the ship for the time being. We' Il set
up on the valey rim, and as soon as life-support equipment is running adequately there I’ll start sending
crews back hereto work on freeing the Kwembly, provided theflood isn’'t obvioudy ontheway. That's
afirmbasic plan; I'll work out detailsfor covering thework crewswith your assistance, and if

Barlennan’ stheory callsfor specid action I'll takeit, but | haven't timeto argue the basic decison. | can
see moving lightsto the north; | assumeit’s my crew on the way back. I’ll turn the set so that you can see
them.”

The view on the screen wavered, then panned jerkily as the captain nudged the transmitter box through a
third of acircle. The result was no improvement, from the human viewpoint; the lighted region around the
Kwembly where details could not only be seen but compared and interpreted, was replaced by almost
total darkness relieved by afew specks of light. It took close, careful watching to confirm Dondragmer’s
clam that they were moving. Easy was about to ask that the lens be returned to itsformer position when
Benj began talking.

"Y ou mean you' ve given up al hope of finding Beetchermarlf and Takoorch and the others, and arejust
going off and leaving them there? | know you have nearly ahundred other people to worry about, but
there are times when that seems a pretty thin excuse for not even trying to rescue someone!”

Easy was startled and rather dismayed at her son’s choice of words, and almost cut in with acombined
rebuke to the boy and apology to Dondragmer. She hesitated, however, in the effort to find words which



would do thiswithout doing violence to her own fedings, these bore astrong resemblanceto Benj's.
Aucoin and Mersereau had not followed the exchange at dl closaly, since both were concentrating on
Barlennan on the other screen and Benj had uttered histirade in Stennish. Ib Hoffman showed no
expression which the casua observer could have trand ated, though Easy might have detected traces of
amusement if she had been looking a him. McDevitt had just comein, but wastoo late to catch anything
except Easy’ sfacia expresson.

The pause went overtime, so they waited for Dondragmer’ s answer. This revedled no annoyance in tone
or choice of words, Easy wished she could see him to judge his body attitude.

"I haven’t given them up, Benj. The equipment we plan to take includes as many power units as possible,
which meansthat men will have to go under the hull with lightsto get as many of them asthey can from
the unfrozen trucks. Those men will aso have ordersto search the walls carefully for traces of the
helmsmen. If they are found, men will be assigned to chip them out, and | will leave those men on the job
until the last possibleinstant. However, | can't judtify putting the entire crew to work bresking ice until
thereis nothing else to be doneto get the cruiser free. After dl, it is perfectly possible that they
discovered what was going on before the pond froze to the bottom, and were trapped while looking for a
holein theice somewhere dsein the pond.”

Benj nodded, hisface somewhat red; Easy spared him the need of composing a verba apology

"Thanks, Captain," she said. "We understand. We weren't serioudy accusing you of desertion; it wasan
unfortunate choice of words. Do you suppose you could aim the communicator back at the lighted
gpace? Weredly can't see anything recognizable the way it’ s pointed now."

"Also," McDevitt cut in without alowing apause to develop at the end of Easy’ s request, "even though
you are planning retrieve the Kwembly, do you suppose you could leave a power unit on board to run
thelights, and lash the bridge communicator about whereit is so we can see the hull? That would not only
let us observetheflood if it comes, which I’'m amogt certain it will in the next threeto fifteen hours, but
would aso give us achance to tell you whether there was any use looking for the cruiser afterward, and
possibly even where to hook for it. | know that will leave you with only two communicators, but it seems
to methat thiswould beworth it."

Again, Dondragmer appeared to make up his mind on the spot; his answer emerged from the spesker
amogt with the sixty-four-second bell.

"Yes, wée'll doit that way. | would have had to leave light power anyway, since | wanted crewsto come
back for work; and as| said, | wanted some sort of safety communication with them. Y our suggestion
fitsthat perfectly. I’ ve turned the set back to cover the starboard side, as you no doubt see. | must leave
the bridge now; the crew will be back in a minute or two, and | want to assign dutiesto them asthey
arive.

Again, Benj began talking without checking with anyonedse.

"Captain, if you're il in hearing when this getsto you, will you wave or sgnal someway, or have
Beetch do it, if you find him dive? | won't ask you to make aspecid trip back to the bridgeto give
Jetalls”

There was no answer. Presumably Dondragmer had suited up and gone outside the moment he finished
gpeaking. There was nothing for the human beingsto do but wait.

Aucoin, with Easy’ s ass stance, had relayed Dondragmer’ s answer to the Settlement, and received
Barlennan’ s acknowledgment. The commander asked that he be kept up to date as completdly as



possible on Kwembly matters, and especialy on any ideas which Dondragmer might have. Aucoin
agreed, asked Easy to relay the request to the captain, and was told that this would be done as soon as
the latter reestablished contact.

"All right," nodded the planner. "At leadt, there’ sbeen no mention so far of sending arescue vehicle.
WEe Il leave well enough aone."

"Personally,” retorted Easy, "I’ d have dispatched the Kallgf or the Hoorsh hours ago, when they firgt
frozein."

"I know you would. I'm very thankful that your particular brand of ethicswon't let you suggest it to
Barlennan over my objections. My only hopeisthat he won't decide to suggest it himsalf, because every
time I’ ve had both of you redlly against me I’ ve been talked down." Easy looked at Aucoin, and then a
the microphone, speculatively. Her husband decided that distraction wasin order, and cut into the
thickening slence with aquestion.

"Alan, what do you think of that theory of Barlennan's?'

Aucoin frowned. He and Easy both knew perfectly well why Ib had interrupted, but the question itself
was hard to ignore; and Easy, at least, recognized that the interruption itself wasagood idea.

"It safascinating idea," the planner said dowly, "but | can't say that | think it very probable. Dhrawnisa
huge plangt, if it can be called aplanet, and it ssemsfunny, well, | don’t know whether it seemsfunnier
that we' d have met intelligence so quickly or that only one of the cruisers has done so. There certainly
isn't aculture using e ectromagnetic energy; we d have detected it when wefirst approached the place. A
much lower one, well, how could they have done what seemsto have been doneto the Esket’s crew?’

"Not knowing their physical and menta capabilities, quite aside from ther culturd leve, | couldn’'t even
guess” replied Hoffman. "Didn’'t some of the first Indians Columbus met wind up in Spain?'

"| think you' re stretching resemblances, to put it mildly. There sapracticd infinity of thingswhich could
have happened to the Esket without her running into intelligent oppodition. Y ou know that aswell as|
do; you helped make up some of the lists, until you decided it was pointless speculation. | grant that
Barlennan’ stheory isalittle bit more believable than it was, but only avery little.”

"You ill think | waswrong in my identification of Kabremm, don't you?' sad Easy.

"Yes, I'mafrad | do. Furthermore, | just don’t believe that we ve run into another intelligent species.
Don't compare me with the people who refused to bdlieve that dePerthe’ s rocks were man-made tools.
Somethingsarejug intringcaly improbable.”

Hoffman chuckled. "Human ability to judge likelihood, you might cal it Satigticd indght, has dways been
pretty shaky," he pointed out, "even if you skip purely classica exampleslike LoisLane. Actualy, the
chances don’t seem to bethat low. Y ou know aswdl as | do that in the very small volume of space
within five parsecs of Sol, with only seventy-four known stars and about two hundred sunless planets,
what we have found in theway of intelligence: twenty races at about our own stage of development,
safely past their Energy Crids, eight, including Tenebraand Mesklin, which haven't met it yet; eight which
faled to passit and are extinct; three which failed but have some hope of recovery; every one of them,
remember, within a hundred thousand years of that key point in their history, one way or the other!
That'sin spite of the fact that the planets range in age from Panesh’ snine billion yearsor so to Tenebra's
maybe atenth of that. There' smore than coincidence there, Alan.”

"Maybe Panesh and Earth and the older planets have had other culturesin the past; maybe it happensto



any world every few tensof millions of years."

"It hasn't happened before unlessthe earlier intelligent races were so intelligent from the beginning that
they never tapped their planet’ sfossl fuels. Do you think man’s presence on Earth won't be geologicaly
obvious ahillion years from now, with looted cod seams and the beer bottle as an index fossil? | can't
buy thet one, Alan.”

"Maybe not, but I’'m not mystical enough to believe that some super-speciesis herding the races of this
part of spacetoward one big climax.”

"Whether you like that Demon Hypothesis or prefer the ESFA Theory doesn’t matter. There' s certainly
more than chance involved, and therefore you can't use the laws of chance doneto criticize what
Barlennan has suggested. Y ou don’t have to assume he' sright, but | strongly urge you to take him
serioudy. | do."

Dondragmer would have been interested in hearing this discussion, just as he would have gppreciated
attending the staff meeting of some hours before. However, he would have been too busy for ether, even
if attendance had been physically possible. With the return of most of his crew (some, of course, had
stayed behind to continue setting up the life-support equipment) there was much to oversee and quite a
lot to do himsdlf. Twenty of his men were set to helping the trio dready chipping ice from the main lock.
As many more went under the hull with lights and toolsto find and secure any power units not too solidly
frozen in. The captain kept his promise to Benj, ordering this group to check most carefully for sgns of
Beetchermarlf and Takoorch. However, he emphasized the importance of examining theicewallsclosdy,
and as aresult the group found nothing. Its members emerged in afew minutes with the two power boxes
from the trucks which the helmsmen had used, and two more which had been freed by the action of the
heat. The rest, which according to Dondragmer’ s recollection and the laws of arithmetic must number six,
were ungpproachable, even though the sail ors could make a reasonably well-founded guess asto which
trucksthey were on.

Meanwhile, the rest of the crew had been entering the cruiser by the availablelocks: the smal one a the
bridge, the larger ones through which the fliers were launched and the pairs of one-man-at-a-time
emergency traps at the sides near bow and stern. Once inside, each crewman set about an assigned job.
Dondragmer had been thinking aswell astalking to human beings during their absence. Some packed
food to last until the life-support equipment resumed cycling normaly; othersreadied coils of rope, lights,
power units and other equipment for transportation.

Many were at work improvising carrying devices, one awkward result of the Kwembly's bang
fusion-powered was agreat shortage of wheels aboard. There weretiny pulleys carrying the control
cables around cot-nets. These were too small for wheebarrows or smilar devices and Dondragmer had
firmly forbidden any dismantling of the vehicle. There was nothing like afork-lift or even adolly aboard.
Such devices, the former muscle-powered, of course, were known and used on Mesklin for
medium-to-long-distance carrying; but there was nothing on the Kwembly ~ which could be moved at all
which aMesklinite could not easly carry to

any part of the vehicle without mechanica assstance. Now, with milesto go and the necessity of moving
many items complete rather than in pieces, improvisation wasin order. Litters and travois were making
their ppearance. The corridorsleading to the main lock were rapidly being stacked with suppliesand
equipment awaiting the freeing of the exit.

None of the bustle and thumping, however, penetrated the mattress where Beetchermarlf and Takoorch
gtill lay concedled. Asnearly as could be judged later, they must have sought this shelter within avery few
minutes of the time the resistance heater went into action. The thick, rubbery materia of the mattress



itself, which had been so difficult for even aMesklinite-wielded knife to penetrate, blocked the sounds
made by the crackling steam-bubbles around the hot meta and the cdlls of the workerswho entered
later. Had these last been forced to communicate with anyone at adistance, their resonant hooting might
well have made itsway even through that tough materia; but there waslittle for them to say evento each
other; they dl knew their jobs perfectly well. The dit through which the helmsmen had found thelr
entrance was held tightly enough closed by the eagticity of the fabric so that no light reached them.
Finaly, the Mesklinite persondity trait most nearly described as acombination of patience and fatalism
assured that neither Beetchermarlf nor his companion was likely to check outside their refuge until the
bresthing hydrogen in their suits became a serious problem.

Asareault, even if Dondragmer had heard Benj’ s gpped, there would have been nothing for him to
sgnd. The hdmsmen, some three feet above some of their companions and alike distance below many
others, were not found.

Not quite al the Kwembly’ s crew were engaged in preparation for the move. When the most necessary
aspects of that operation had been arranged, Dondragmer called two of his sailorsfor aspecid detal.

"Go to the stream, head northwest and you can’t missit, and go upstream until you find Kabremm and
the Gwelf" he ordered. "Tel him what we are doing. Wewill set up alivable site as quickly aswe can,
you tell him where; you' ve been there and | haven't. We will set up the human machines so they are
looking into the lighted, active portion of that area. That will make it safe for him to bring the Gwelfdown
and land her anywhere outside that area, with no risk of being seen by the human beings. Tell him that the
commander seemsto be garting the native-life part of the play early, apparently to account for
Kabremm'’ s being seen in this neighborhood. He's suggested no details, and will probably stick to the
origind idea of letting the human beingsinvent their own.

"When you have seen Kabremm, go on upstream until you find Stakendee, and give him the same
information. Be careful about getting into the view field of his communicator; when you think you may be
getting near him, shut off your lights every littlewhile and look for his. I'll bein touch with him through the
human beings, of course, but not with that message. Y ou understand.”

"Yes, Sr," thetwo replied in unison, and were gone.

The hours passed. The main lock was freed and opened, and nearly al the materid to be taken was
outsde when acall came from above. The communicator which had been in the [aboratory was now
outside, so Dondragmer could be reached directly. Benj was il the speaker.

"Captain, Stakendee reportsthat the stream heisfollowing is getting noticeably broader and swifter, and
that the clouds are becoming rain. I'vetold him to start back, on my own responsibility.” The captain
looked up at the till cloudless sky, then westward toward the place where Stakendee' s fog might have
shown if it had been daylight.

"Thanks, Benj. That'swhat | would have ordered. We re leaving the Kwembly right now beforethe
stream getstoo big to cross with the equipment. | have lashed the communicator down to the bridge and
will leave the lights on as Mr. McDevitt requested. We' Il hope you can tdll usthat it's safe to come back,
before too long. Please report thisto Barlennan, and tell him that we will watch as carefully as possble
for the natives, if, as he seemsto be suggesting, they are usng Kabremm as ameans of getting in touch
with us, | will do my best to set up cooperative relations with them. Remember, | haven't seen Kabremm
mysdf yet, and you haven’'t mentioned him since thefirst time, so I’'m entirdly in the dark about his status
o far.

"Be sureto keep meinformed of Barlennan’s thoughts and plans, asfar asyou can; I’ll do the same from



here, but things may happen too quickly for any possible advance warning. Watch your screens. That's
al for now; we regarting.”

The captain uttered aresonant hoot which, fortunately for human ears, was not faithfully amplified by the
st The Meklinitesfdl into rough line, and within two minutes were gone from thefield of view of the
bridge communicator.

The other set was being borne near thetail of the line, so the screen far above showed the string of lights
bobbing in front of it. Little e se could be seen. The nearest sailors, those within two or three yards of the
lens, could be made out in reasonable detail as they wound among the boulders with their burdens, but
that was dl. The line could have been flanked on both sides twenty feet away by alegion of natives,
without any human being the wiser. Aucoin was neither the first nor the last to curse Dhrawn’ s 1500-hour
rotation period; there were till over six hundred hours to go before the fegble daylight from Laande
21185 would return.

The stream was till small when the group splashed through it, though Stakendee' s set afew mileswest
had confirmed the report that it was growing. Benj, noticing this, suggested that the small party adso cross
s0 that its members could meet the main body on the other side of the valey. Fortunately he made this
suggestion to Dondragmer before acting on his own; the captain, remembering the two messengers he
had sent upstream, hastily advised that the crossing be postponed aslong as possible so that Stakendee
and his men could compare more accurately the size of the stream with what it had been when they had
passed the same area earlier. Benj and Easy accepted this excuse. |b Hoffman, quite aware that the foot
party was carrying no time measuring devices and could give no meaningful report on the rate of change,
was Startled for afew seconds. Then he smiled, privatdly.

For minutes, which stretched into one hour and then another, there waslittle to watch. The crew reached
and climbed the bare rock sides of the valley at the spot where the first load of equipment had been €ft,
and set about constructing something which might have been caled either acamp or atown. Life-support
equipment had first priority, of course. It would be many hours yet before any air-suits would need
recharging, but the time would come. For organisms as profligate of energy asthe Mesklinites, food was
aso amatter of immediate concern. They set about it quickly and efficiently; Dondragmer, like the rest of
the cruiser captains, had given plenty of advance thought to the problem of abandoning ship.

Stakendee sgroup finaly crossed theriver and, somewhat later, reached the encampment. The crossing
had been approved by Dondragmer after he had received through Benj amessage which contained, quite
incidentdly, the name of one of the messengersthe captain had sent from the Kwembly.

Consequently no one, either member of the Kwembly crew or human being, was able to watch the
growth of the ammoniawater stream. It would have been an interesting sight. At first, as the witnesses
hed reported, it was little more than atrickle running from hollow to hollow on the bare rock in the higher
reaches of theriver bed, men winding among the boulders lower down. Asthedropsof liquid in thefog
coal esced and settled out more rapidly, tiny new tributaries began to feed into the main stream from the
sdes, and the stream itsalf grew deeper and faster. On the bare rock it meandered more violently,
overflowing the basins which had originaly contained it. Here and there it froze temporarily, aswater,
supplied by the frozen puddies upstream, and ammonia from the fog, shifted about the eutectic, which
wasliquid at thelocal temperature: about 174 degrees on the human Kelvin scae, roughly 71 on that
used by the Mesklinite scientigts.

Among the boulders, asit neared the Kwembly, it accumulated more and more water ice, and the

progress grew more complicated. The ammoniadissolved water for atime, the mixture flowing away as
the composition entered the liquid range. Then the stream would stop and build up, as Benj had pictured
it, like hot wax on acandle, solidifying temporarily from addition of ammonia. Then it would dump away



again as underlying ice reacted with the mixture.

It finaly reached the hole which had been melted dong the Kwembly’ s starboard side, where the human
beings could watch once more. By thistimethe "stream” was acomplex network of dternate liquid,
solid, and dush perhaps two miles across. The solid, however, waslosing out. While there were till no
cloudsthisfar downstream, the air was nearly saturated with ammonia: saturated, that is, with respect to
apure liquid-ammonia surface. The ammoniavapor pressure needed for equilibrium over an
ammonia-water mixture islower; so condensation was taking place on the mostly-water and
low-ammoniaice. Asit reached the appropriate composition for liquefaction its surface flowed away and
exposed more solid to the vapor. Theliquid tended to solidify again asit absorbed still more ammonia
vapor, but its motion also gave it access to more water ice.

The stuation was alittle different in the space under the Kwembly’ s hull, but not greatly so. Whereliquid
touched ice the latter dissolved and dush gppeared; but more anmoniadiffusing from the free surface at
the sde mdted it again. Sowly, dowly, minute after minute, the grip of theice on the huge vehicle relaxed
s0 gently that neither the human beings watching with fascination from above nor the two Mesklinites
waiting in their dark refuge could detect the change, and the hull floated free.

By now the entireriver bed wasliquid, with afew surviving patches of dush. Gently, very unlike theflood
of ahundred hours or S0 before when three million square miles of water-snow had been touched by the
first ammoniafog of the advancing season, a current began to devel op. Imperceptibly to all concerned,
the Kwembly moved with that current:

imperceptibly because there was no relative motion to catch the eyes of the human beings, and no
rocking or pitching to be felt by the hidden Mesklinites.

The seasond river, which drainsthe great plateau where the Kwembly had been caught, dicesthrough a
range of hills, for Dhrawn respectable mountains; the range extends some four thousand miles
northwest-southeast. The Kwembly had gone pardld to this range for most of itslength before the flood.
Dondragmer, his helmsmen, hisair scouts, and indeed most of the crew had been quite aware of the
gentle elevation to their left, Sometimes near enough to be seen from the bridge and sometimes only a

pilot’ s report.

Theflood had carried the cruiser through a pass near the southeastern end of thisrange to the somewhat
lower and rougher regions close to the edge of Low Alpha before she had grounded. Thisfirst flood was
arough, rather hesitant beginning of the new season as Dhrawn approached its feeble sun and the latitude
of the sub-stellar belt shifted. The second wasthe red thing, which would only end when the whole snow
plain was drained, more than an Earth year later. The Kwembly’ s first motions were smooth and gentle
because she was melted free so dowly; then they were smooth and gentle because the liquid supporting
her was syrupy with suspended crystas; findly, with the stream fully liquid and up to speed, it was
smooth because it was broad and deep. Beetchermarlf and Takoorch may have been dightly dazed by
decreasing hydrogen pressure, but even if they had been fully dert the dight motions of the Kwembly's
hull would have been masked by their own shifting on the flexible surface that supported them.

Low Alphais not the hottest region on Dhrawn, but the zone-mditing effects which tend to concentrate
any planet’ sradioactive e ements have warmed it to around the melting point of water ice in many spots,
over two hundred Kelvin degrees hotter than Lalande 21185 could manage unassisted. A human being
could livewith only modest artificid protection inthe areg, if it were not for the gravity and pressure. The
redly hot area, Low Beta, isforty thousand milesto the north; it is Dhrawn’s mgor climate-control
feature.

The Kwembly' s drift was carrying it into regions of rising temperature, which kept the river fluid even



though it was now losing ammoniato the air. The course of the stream was dmost entirely controlled by
the topography, rather than the other way around; the river was geologically too young to have dtered
the landscape greatly by its own action. Also, much of the exposed surface of the planet in thisareawas
bed rock, igneous and hard, rather than a covering of 1oose sediment in which a stream could have its
ownway.

About three hundred miles from the point at which she had been abandoned, the Kwembly was borne
into abroad, shalow lake. She promptly but gently ran aground on the soft mud deltawhere theriver fed
intoit. The great hull naturdly deflected the currents around it, and set them to digging anew channdl
aongsde. After about half an hour shetilted sdeways and did off into the new channd, righting hersdlf as
shefloated free. It was the rocking associated with this last liberation which caught the attention of the
helmsmen and induced them to come out for alook around.

14: SALVAGE CREW

It would be untrue to say that Benj recognized Beetchermarlf at first glance. Asamatter of fact, thefirst
of the caterpillar like figuresto emerge from the river and clamber up the hull was Takoorch. However, it
was the younger hedmsman’ s name which echoed from four speakers on Dhrawn.

One of these was on the Kwembly' s bridge and went unheard. Two were in Dondragmer’ s encampment
afew hundred yards from the edge of the broad, swift river which now filled the valey. Thefourthwasin
Reffd’ s helicopter, parked close beside the bulk of the Gwelf

The flying machines were about amile west of Dondragmer’ s camp; Kabremm would go no closer, not
wanting to take the dightest chance of repesting his earlier dip. He would probably not have moved at all
from the site where Stakendee had found him if the river had not risen. For one thing, he had been
fog-bound and had no wish to fly at al. Reffel had been even less eager to move. However, there had
been no choice, so Kabremm had dlowed his craft to float upward on itsown lift until it wasin clear air.
Reffd hovered as close to the other machine s running lights as he dared. Once above the few yards of
ammoniadroplets, they could navigate, and had flown toward Dondragmer’ slights until the dirigible's
commander had decided they were close enough. Letting the Gwelf cometo the attention of themenin
orbit above would have been an even more serious mistake than the one he had made aready; Kabremm
was gtill trying to decide what he was going to say to Barlennan about that the next time they met.

Both he and Reffd had aso spent some uncomfortable hours before concluding, from the lack of
gppropriate comment, that Reffdl had shuttered hisvision set quickly enough after coming within sight of
the Gwelf

In any event, Dondragmer and Kabremm had at |ast achieved amost direct communication, and had
been able to coordinate what they would say and do if there were any further repercussions from Easy’s
recognition. Oneload was off the captain’s mind. However, he was till taking steps connected with that
mistake.

The cry of "Beetch!" in Benj’ s unmistakable voice distracted him from one of these steps. He had been
checking over his crew for people who looked as much as possible like Kabremm. The job was
complicated by the fact that he had not seen the other officer for several months. Dondragmer had not
yet had timeto visit the Gwelf Kabremm would come no closer to the camp for any reason, and
Dondragmer had never known him particularly well anyway. His plan wasto have dl crewmen who
might reasonably be mistaken for the Esket’ s firgt officer gppear unobtrusively and casudly but frequently
inthefield of view of the vison sets. Anything likely to undermine the certainty of Easy Hoffman that she



had seen Kabremm was probably worth trying.

However, the fate of the Kwembly and his hemsmen had never been very far from the captain’'smindin
the twelve hours since his cruiser’ slights had vanished, and at the sound from the speaker he sngpped to
full attention.

"Captain!" the boy’ svoice continued. "Two Mesklinites have just gppeared and are climbing up the hull
of the Kwembly. They came out of the water; they must have been somewhere underneath al thetime,
even if you couldn’t find them. It couldn’t be anyone but Beetch and Tak. | can't talk to them until they
get to the bridge, of course, but it looks as though we might get your ship back after al. Two men can
driveit, can't they?'

Dondragmer’ s mind raced. He had not blamed himself for abandoning the cruiser, even though the flood
had been such an anticlimax. It had been the most reasonable decision at the time and with the available
knowledge. By the time the actual nature of the new flood had been clear, and it was obvious that they
could have remained in the cruiser with perfect safety it had been impossible to get back. Being a
Mesklinite, the captain had wasted no time on thoughts of the "if only? variety. He had known when he
left hisvehicle that the chances of getting back were rather smal, and when she had drifted downstream
intact instead of a shattered ruin they had grown smaller. Not quite to zero, perhaps, but not large enough
to take serioudy any more.

Now suddenly they had expanded again. The Kwembly was not only usable, but his hdmsmen were
aive and aboard her. Something might be done, if ...

"Benj!" Dondragmer spoke as his thoughts reached this point. "Will you please get your technical mento
determine as closdly asthey can just how far from usthe Kwembly isnow? It is perfectly possiblefor
Beetchermarlf to drive her done, though there are other problemsin the way of generd maintenance
which will keep him and Takoorch busy. However, they should be able to manage. In any case, we must
find out whether the distance involved isfifty miles or athousand. | doubt the latter, snce | don’t think
thisriver could have carried them so far in twelve hours, but we'll have to know. Get your people @ it,
and please tell Barlennan what is hgppening.”

Benj obeyed quickly and efficiently. He was no longer overtired, worried, and resentful. With the
abandonment of the Kwembly twelve hours before he had given up hopefor hisfriend' slife and had | eft
the communication room to get some long overdue deep. He had not expected to be able to accomplish
this, but his own body chemistry had fooled him. Nine hourslater he had returned to hisregular dutiesin
the aerology laboratory. It had been chance aone which had brought him back to the screenswithina
few minutes of the hedmsmen’s emergence. He had been sent by McDeuvitt to collect generd datafrom
the other cruisers, but had lingered for afew minutes to watch at the Kwembly station. The weather man
had come to depend heavily on Benj’ s knowledge of the Mesklinite language.

The deep, and the sudden discovery that Beetchermarlf was dive after al, combined to dispose of
Benj’ slingering resentment of Dondragmer’ s policy. He acknowledged the captain’ srequest, called his
mother to take his place, and headed for the laboratory decks as rapidly as his muscleswould take him
up the ladders.

Easy, who had aso had some deep, reported Benj’ s departure and her own presence to Dondragme,
briefed Barlennan as requested, and switched back to the captain with aquestion of her own.

"That’ stwo of your missing men. Do you think thereis still any chance of finding your helicopter pilots?'

Dondragmer dmost dipped on his answer, carefully as he picked hiswords. He knew, of course, where
Reffel was, since messengers had been passing steadily between the camp and the Gwelf but Kervenser,



to his disappointment, had not been seen by the crew of the dirigible or anyone ese. His disappearance
was perfectly genuine, and the captain now regarded his chancesfor survival as even lower than those of
the Kwembly pair an hour before. It was safe, of course, to talk about this; hisdip conssted of failing to
mention Reffd at dl. The Stennish forms equivadent to "him"* and "them™ were as distinct asthe human
ones, and severd times Dondragmer caught himself using the former when talking about hislost pilots.
Easy seemed not to notice, but he wondered afterward.

"Itishard to judge. | have not seen either one. If he went down in the areanow flooded it is hard to see
how they could be alive now. It isvery unfortunate, not only because of the men themselves but because
with even one of the helicopters we might be able to transfer more men to the Kwembly and get her
back here more easily. Of course most of the equipment could not be carried that way; on the other
hand, if it turns out that the two men cannot bring the cruiser back herefor any reason, having one of the
fliers could make a greet differenceto them. It isapity that your scientists cannot locate the transmitter
which Reffel was carrying, asthey can the one on the Kwembly."

"You're not the first to fed that way," agreed Easy. The matter had been brought up shortly after Reffe’s
disappearance. "1 don't know enough about the machinesto tell why the signa strength depends on the
picture brightness; | aways thought a carrier wave was a carrier wave; but that seemsto beit. Either
Reffd’ssetisintota darknessor it has been destroyed.

"l seeyour life-support equipment is set up and working."

The last sentence was not entirely an effort of Easy’ sto change the subject; it was her first good look at
the equipment in question, and she was genuinely curious about it. It consisted of scores, perhaps over a
hundred, of square transparent tanks covering atogether a dozen square yards, each about athird full of
liquid, with the nearly pure hydrogen which congtituted Mesklinite air bubbling through it. A power unit
operated the lights which shone on the tanks, but the pumps which kept the gas circulating were
muscle-driven. The vegetation which actudly oxidized the saturated hydrocarbons of Mesklinite
biological waste and gave off free hydrogen was represented by avariety of unicellular species
corresponding as nearly as might be expected to terrestriad algae. They had been sdlected for edibility,
though not, as Easy had been given to understand, for taste. The sections of the support equipment which
used higher plants and produced the equivaent of fruit and vegetables were too bulky to move from the
Cruiser.

Easy did not know how the non-gaseousitemsin the biologica cycle were gotten into and out of the
tanks, but she could see the charging of air suit cartridges. Thiswas amatter of muscle-driven pumping
again, squeezing hydrogen into tanks which contained dugs of porous solid. This materid was another
grictly non-Mesklinite product, a piece of molecular architecture veguely andogousto zeolitein
structure, which adsorbed hydrogen on the inner walls of its Structura channdsand, within awide
temperature range, maintained an equilibrium partia pressure with the gas which was compatible with
Mesklinite metabolic needs.

Dondragmer answered Easy’ sremark. "Y es, we have just about enough food and air. The real problem
iswhat to do. We have saved very little of your planetologica equipment; we can’t carry on your work.
Conceivably we might make our way back to the Settlement on foot, but we' d have to carry the
life-support materia by stages. That would mean setting up acamp only afew milesfrom here,
transferring the equipment, recharging the air cartridges after cycling has resumed, and then repesting the
processindefinitely. Since the distance to the settlement is about thirty thousand, excuse me, in your
numbers about twelve thousand, of your miles, it would take us yearsto get there: that’s no metaphor,
nor do I mean your short years. If we' reto be any further useto your project, we redly must get the
Kwembly back here."



Easy could only agree, though she could see an dternative which the captain had not mentioned. Of
course, Aucoin would disapprove, or would he, under the circumstances? A trained and efficient
exploring crew represented quite an investment, too. That might be auseful lineto follow.

It was several more minutes before Benj returned with hisinformation, and incidentally with afollowing of
interested scientists.

"Captain," he caled, "the Kwembly is<till moving, though not very fast, something like twenty cablesan
hour. Sheislocated, or was Six minutes ago, 310.71 milesfrom your transmitter, in our figures. In your
numbers and unitsthat’s 233,750 cables. There' sasmadl error if theré smuch differencein eevation.
That' sgreat circle distance; we don’t have too good an idea of the length of the river, though they have
about twenty position readings taken along it since your ship started drifting, so there sarough river map
upinthelab.”

"Thank you," came the cgptain’ s answer in due course. "Areyou in verba contact with the helmsmen
yer?”

"Not yet, but they’ ve goneinsde. I'm sure they’ll find the communicator on the bridge pretty soon,
though | suppose there are other placesthey’ d want to check first. The air must be pretty low in their
auits”

Thiswas perfectly correct. It took the helmsmen only afew minutes to ascertain that the cruiser was
deserted, and to note that much of the life-support equipment was gone; but thisleft them with the need
to check the air now aboard for contamination with oxygen from outside. Neither of them knew enough
basic chemidtry to invent atest, and neither was familiar with the routine ones used by Borndender and
his colleagues. They were consdering the rather drastic procedure of testing by smell when it occurred to
Beetchermarlf that a communicator might have been left aboard for scientific reasons, and that the human
beings might be of help. There was none in the laboratory, but the bridge was the next most likely spot,
and Beetchermarlf’ s voice was on itsway up to the station some ten minutes after the hemsmen had
come aboard.

Benj postponed greetings when he heard Bestchermarlf’ s question, and relayed it at onceto
Dondragmer. The captain called his scientists and outlined the Situation, and for over haf an hour the
relay was very busy: Borndender explained things, and Beetchermarlf repeated the explanations, then
went to the lab to examine materia and equipment, then came back to the bridge to make sure of some
minor point...

Eventudly both partiesin the conversation felt sure that the ingtructions had been understood. Benj, at its
pivot point, was nearly sure. He knew enough physics and chemisiry himsdf to judge that nothing was
likely to blow up if Beetch made amistake; hisonly worry wasthat hisfriend might perform the tests
doppily and so miss adangerous amount of oxygen. Wastherisk amply one of poisoning, or did
hydrogen oxygen mixtures present other dangers? He wasn't quite sure; hydrogen-oxygen mixtures have
other qudities. He remained rather tense until Beetchermarlf returned to the bridge with the report that
both tests were complete. The catalyst which disposed of free oxygen by accelerating its reaction with
ammoniawas gtill active, and the ammonia-vapor concentration in the ship’ sair was high enough to give
it something to work on. The helmsmen had dready removed their air-suits and neither could smell any
oxygen, though, aswith human beings and hydrogen sulfide, smell isnot dwaysardiable test.

At leadt, the two could live on board for atime. One of their first acts had been to "hand"-pump the feed
tank which kept air bubbling through the life-support medium, and to satisfy themsalves that most of the
plantswere still dive. The next problem was navigation.



Benj told hisfriend as much as possible about hislocation, that of the rest of the crew, and the
Kwembly’s present rate and direction of travel. There was no problem about using the information.
Beetchermarlf could determine direction easily enough. The stars were visble and he had a perfectly
good magnetic compass. Dhrawn’s magnetic field was agood dedl stronger than Earth’s, to the
congternation of the scientistswho had long since taken for granted a correl ation between magnetic field
and rotation rate for ordinary planets.

The discussion which produced a detailed operation plan was shorter than the one preceding the oxygen
test, though it till involved the long relay. Neither Dondragmer nor the helmsmen had any serious doubts
about what to do or how to do it.

Beetchermarlf was far younger than Takoorch, but there seemed no question asto who wasin charge
aboard. Thefact that Benj dways signaded Beetch by name, rather than signaling the Kwembly formaly,
may have contributed to the young one' s authority. Easy and severd of the other human beings suspected
that Takoorch, in spite of hiswillingnessto discuss his own past accomplishments, wasin no greet hurry
to take on too much responsbility. He tended to agree with Beetchermarlf’ s suggestions either at once or
after only token arguments.

"We re il adrift, and unlessthisriver has some very funny loops farther down we' |l never get any closer
to the otherswith itshelp,” the younger Mesklinite summarized at last. "Thefirgt job will beto get paddies
on some of the powered trucks. Trying to doit with al of them will take forever; a couple of
outboard-row ones aft, and maybe a central one forward should give control. With power available on
other driverswe can either pull off or get safely ashore if we run aground. Tak and | will go outside and
gtart work right now. Y ou keep an eye on us as much asyou can, Benj; we'll leave the set whereit is”

Beetchermarlf did not wait for an answer. He and his companion suited up once more and broke out the
paddles which were designed to be pinned onto the treads of the drivers. These had been tested on
Mesklin but had never yet been used on Dhrawn; no one redlly knew how well they would work. Their
areawas smdl, since there was little clearance for them above the trucks, and some of that small area
was taken up by a plagtic shield designed to fold them flat asthey wereriding forward on the top side of
the trucks. However, it had been proved that they would supply some thrust. What thiswould
accomplish remained to be seen; the Kwembly wasfloating higher in the ammoniawater solution of
Dhrawn, of course, than she had in the liquid hydrocarbon ocean of the world where she had been made.

Installation of the fins and shields was along and awkward job for two workers. The pieces could be
taken out only one at atime, sSince there was nowhere to put them down with the cruiser afloat. Safety
lines persgtently got in the way. Mesklinite pincers are rather less effective handling organs than are
human fingers, though thisis somewhat offset by thefact that their owner can use dl four pairs of them
smultaneoudy and in coordination—he has no asymmetry corresponding to human right- or
|eft-handedness.

The need for artificid lightswas till another bother. Asit turned out, getting twelve paddles and one
shield on each of three driverstook atotal of amost fifteen hours. It could, Beetchermarlf assured Benj,
have been accomplished in two with four workers on each truck.

By thistime the trackers had learned that the Kwembly was not getting any farther from the camp,
though she was till moving. Apparently she had been caught in an eddy some four milesin diameter.
Beetchermarlf took advantage of thiswhen he wasfindly ready to apply power; he waited until the
human andysts could tell him that he was being carried south before he set the three finned trucks
running. For some seconds it was not gpparent that the power was doing any good; then, very dowly,
helmsmen and humans aike saw that the great hull was moving gently forward. The Mesklinites could see
from the bridge afeeble excuse for abow wave; the human beings, looking aft, were able to detect small



ripples spreading back from the sdes. Beetchermarlf swung hishelm hard over to bring the bow in line
with Sol and Fomalhaut. For nearly half aminute he was | eft wondering whether there would be any
response; then the stars began to swing overhead asthe long hull swerved majestically. Once started it
was hard to stop; he over-controlled many times and for aperiod of many minutes, sometimes by as
much asafull right angle, before getting the fed of the vessd. Then for nearly an hour he managed to hold
asoutherly heading, though he had no idea of hisactua course at first. He could guess from the earlier
information that the eddy would be bearing him in the same direction at the start, but then it would
presumably carry him eastward.

It was some time, however, before the directiona antennae on the shadow satellites and the computersin
the station could confirm this guess. About the time they did, the Kwembly ran gently aground.

Beetchermarlf ingtantly shifted drive power to the two trucks farthest forward which had power boxes,
letting the paddle-equipped onesidle, and pulled his cruiser out on the shore.

"I'm out of the lake," he reported. "Minor problem. If | travel for any distance on land with the paddlesin
place I’ [l wear them out. If it turns out that I’m on an idand, or have to go back to the water for any other
reason, an awful lot of timewill have been wasted taking them off and putting them on again. My first
thought isto do some exploring on foot, leaving the ship right here, to get some idea of what the chances
of staying ashore may be. It will take along time, but not nearly aslong aswaiting for daylight. I'll be glad
of advice from you humans or orders from the captain; we' Il wait."

Dondragmer, when thiswas relayed to him, was prompt with his answer.

"Don’'t go out. Wait until the map-makers up above can decide whether you are on the same side of the
river aswe are, or not. As| picture the map they’ ve described, there’ s agood chance that the eddy
carried you to the east side, which would be the right bank; we're on the lft. If they are even moderately
sure of this, get back into the water and head west until they think you' re past it, no, second thought. Go
until they think you' re opposite its mouth, then head south once more. I'd like to find out whether you
can travel upstream with any speed at all. | know it will be dow; it may turn out that you can't travel &t all
in some places aong the bank."

"I’ll tell Beetch and the map people, Captain,” answered Benj. "I’ll try to get acopy of their map and
keep it up to date down here; that may save sometimein the future.”

Thedirectiona datawas not, asit happened, definitive. Thelocation of the Kwembly could be
established well enough, but the course of the river down which she had come was much less certain.
The checks were many miles gpart, but sufficient in number to show theat the river was decidedly
crooked. After some further discussion, it was decided that Beetchermarlf should get back afloat and
head westward as close to shore as he could; preferably within sight of it, if the range of hislightsand the
dope of the lake bottom would permit it. If he could find the river mouth by sight, he wasto head up it as
Dondragmer had wished; if not, he was to continue aong the shore until the men above were reasonably
certain that he had passed the river mouth, then turn south.

It did prove possible to keep the shore within range of the Kwembly’ s lights, but it took over two hours
to reach theriver. This had made awide westward bend which had been missed in the checks of the
cruiser’ s position during the downstream drift; then it turned again and entered the |ake on an eastward
dant which presumably caused the counterclockwise eddy. One of the planetographers remarked that
you couldn’t blame the eddy on Coriolis force because the lake was only seven degrees from the equator
and on the south side, at that, of a planet which took two monthsto rotate.

The ddlta, which caused the shordine to turn north briefly, was awarning. Beetchermarf at the helm and



Takoorch at the port wing of the bridge sent the Kwembly groping around the rather irregular peninsula,
dowing noticeably severa times asthe trucks dragged in soft bottom silt, and findly found their way into
aclear channel and headed into its current.

Thiswas not swift, but the Kwembly sill was't afloat. The Mesklinites werein no hurry; Dondragmer
gave six hours and more to the experiment of fighting the stream. They made about ten miles progressin
that time. If that rate could be maintained, the cruiser would be back at the camp by aday or two after
midnight, that is, in aweek or so by human reckoning.

It was impatience which changed the travel plans. This could not, of course, be blamed on any
Mesklinite; it was Aucoin, of al people, who decided that amile and ahaf an hour was not satisfactory.
Dondragmer did not fedl strongly about the matter; he agreed that research might aswell be worked into
thetrip if possible. At the planner’ s suggestion he sent Beetchermarlf angling westward toward what was
presumably the near bank of theriver. The land seemed traversable. With some misgiving he had the
helmsmen remove the paddles.

Remova proved much easier than inga lation, since the vehicle was now on dry land. Things could be
laid down and life lines were not needed.

Benj, on hisnext vigt to the communication room, found the Kwembly cruising smoothly south a about
ten miles an hour over flat country, interrupted by an occasiona outcropping of rock and studded here

and there with scrubby brush, the highest life form so far encountered on Dhrawn. The surface wasfirm
sediment; the planetol ogistsjudged the areato be aflood plain, which seemed reasonable even to Ben.

Beetchermarlf waswilling to talk as usud, but it could be seen that his attention was not entirely on
conversation. Both he and Takoorch were looking ahead as sharply astheir eyesight and the Kwembly's
lightswould permit. There was no assurance that the going was safe; without air-scouting, the ten-mile
speed was dl they dared use. Anything faster would have been overrunning their lights. Whenever other
duties, such as air-plant maintenance, had to be performed, they stopped the cruiser and did the work
together. One st of eyes, they felt, was not enough for safe travel.

Every now and then, as the hours wore on, whoever was at the helm would begin to fed the treacherous
assurance that there could be no danger; that they had, after al, come scores of miles now without having
to change heading except to keep theriver in sght. A human being would have increased the running
speed hit by bit. The Mesklinite reaction was to stop and rest. Even Takoorch knew that when he was
feding tempted to act againgt the dictates of dementary common sensg, it wastime to do something
about his own condition. Discovering the vehicle hated when he came to the screens on one occasion,
Aucoin assumed it was aregular air-maintenance stop; but then he saw one of the Mesklinites sprawled
idly on the bridge. The set had been put back initsold location, giving aview forward over the helm.
Asking why the cruiser was not traveling, Takoorch smply replied that he had found himsalf getting
casud. The adminigrator left in avery thoughtful mood.

Eventudly, this care paid off, or seemed to.

For some milesthe outcroppings of bed rock had been more and more frequent, though generally
smaller, closer together, and more angular. The planetol ogists had been making guesses, futile oneswith
o little information, about the underlying stratigraphy. The basic surface was till hard-packed sediment,
but the watchers suspected that it might be getting shallower, and that some time soon the Kwembly
might find hersalf on the same sort of bare rock that formed the substrate at Dondragmer’ s camp.

The helmsmen occasiondly found it necessary now to weave dightly left or right to avoid the rock
outcroppings, they even had to dow down alittle from timeto time. Severd timesin the past few hours



the planetol ogists had rather plaintively suggested that the cruiser stop before it wastoo late, and pick up
samples of the sediment she was running over even if the rocks were too big to collect. Aucoin smply
pointed out that it would be ayear or two before the sample could get up to the station anyway, and
refused; the scientists retorted that ayear was much better than the time which would be needed if the
specimens weren't collected.

But when the Kwembly stopped, it was on Beetchermarlf’ sinitiative. It was aminor thing, or seemed to
be; the soil ahead seemed alittle darker, with avery sharp boundary between it and the surface under the
cruiser. Theline was not noticeable on the vision screen, but the Mesklinites spotted it Smultaneoudy
and, without words, agreed that close examination wasin order. Beetchermarlf called the sation to
inform the human beings and his captain that he and Takoorch would be going outside for atime, and
described the Stuation. Easy, trandating the message, was promptly begged by two planetologiststo
persuade the Mesklinites to bring samples aboard. She assumed that even Aucoin would hardly object
under the circumstances, and agreed to ask them when she called back with Dondragmer’ s clearance.

The captain, thistime, approved the sortie, suggesting only that it be preceded by acareful look around
from the bridge with the aid of the spotlights. This proved useful. A hundred yards ahead, not too far out
of therange of the running lights, asmall stream ran acrosstheir path and emptied into theriver.
Sweeping the light to starboard, thistributary could be seen arcing around parald to the cruiser’ s path
from the north, then reversing its curve somewhat astern of the big vehicle and disappearing to the
northwest. The Kwembly was on a peninsula some two hundred yards wide and not quite as long,
bounded on the east—Ieft—by the main river she had been following and on the other sides by the smadll
tributary. It seemed likely to Mesklinites and human beings dike that the change in soil color which had
caught the hemsmen' s attention was caused by wetting from the smaler stream, but no one was sure
enough of it to cancel the proposed trip outside. Aucoin was not present.

Outsde, even with the aid of extralights, the line of demarcation between the two kinds of soil was much
lessvisble than before. Eye distance, Beetchermarlf judged, was the main cause. The crew scraped up
and packaged samples of materid from both sdes of the line; then they went on to the stream itsdf This
proved to be a swift-running but shalow brook three or four body-lengthsin width, itslevel aninch or
two below the soil through which it was cutting itsway. After abrief consultation, the two Mesklinites
began to follow it away from theriver. They had no way of telling its composition, but a bottle of its
contents was secured for later testing.

By the time they reached the spot where it was curving away, even the Mesklinites could see that the
stream had not been in existence very long. It was eating with visible speed into its banks, washing the
sediment on toward the main river. Now that they were on the outside of its curve, the undercutting of the
near bank could be seen and even fdt; Beetchermarlf, standing at the edge, felt it crumble suddenly away
under him and found himsdlf in the stream.

It was only an inch or so deep, so he took advantage of the occasion to take another sample from its
bottom before climbing out. They decided to continue upstream for another ten minutes or so, with
Beetchermarlf wading and Takoorch on the bank. Before the time was up they had actualy found the
source of the watercourse. It was aspring, not half amile from the Kwembly, roiling violently inthe
center of its basin where an underground source fed it. Beetchermarlf, investigating the middle, was
knocked from hisfeet and carried half abody length by the upward current.

There was nothing in particular to do; they had no camera equipment, no one had serioudy suggested
that they bring the vision set with them, and there was nothing obvious to be gained by collecting more
samples. They returned to the Kwembly to give averba description of what they had found.

Even the scientists agreed that the best step now was to get the samples back to the camp where



Borndender and hisfellows could do something useful with them. The helmsmen eased their cruiser into
motion once more.

It approached the stream and nosed through it; the mattress took up the dight dip asthe trucks crossed
the bottom of the widening valey, and nothing could be felt on the bridge.

Not for another eight seconds.

The hull was rather more than hafway acrossthe little brook when the distinction between solid and
liquid beganto blur. A dight lurch could be felt on the bridge; it showed on the screen far bove asatiny
upward jerk of the few outsde featuresvisible.

Forward motion stopped almost ingtantly, though the drivers kept churning. They could accomplish
nothing when completely immersed in dimy mud, which the surface had so suddenly become. There was
neither support nor traction. The Kwembly settled until the trucks were buried; settled until the mattress
was nearly out of sight; settled almost, but not quite, to the level where she would have been literaly
floating in the semi-liquid muck. She was stopped by two of the rock outcrops, one of which caught her
under the stern just aft of the mattress, and the other on the starboard side some ten feet forward of the
main lock. There was an ugly scraping sound as the cruiser’ s hull canted forward and to port, and then
cameto rest.

And thistime, as Beetchermarlf’ s sense of smell warned him only too clearly, the hull had failed
somewhere. Oxygen was legking in.

15: ESSENCE

"It boilsdown to this," Aucoin said from the head of the table. "We have the choice of sending down the
barge, or not. If we don’t, the Kwembly and the two Mesklinites aboard her are lost, and Dondragmer
and the rest of her crew are out of action until arescue cruiser such asthe Kalliff can reach them from
the Settlement. Unfortunately, if we do try to land the barge there’ sa good chance that it won't help. We
don’t know why the ground gave under the Kwembly, and have no assurance that the same thing won't
happen anywhere e se in the vicinity. Losing the barge would be awvkward. Even if wefirgt landed near
Dondragmer’ s camp and transferred him and his crew to the cruiser, we might lose the barge and there is
no assurance that the crew could repair the Kwembly. Beetchermarlf’ sreport makes me doubt it. He
says he has found and sealed the mgjor leaks, but he' still getting oxygen inside the hull from timeto
time. Severa of hislife-support tanks have been poisoned by it. So far he has been ableto clean them
out each time and restock them from the others, but he can't keep going forever unless he stopsthe last
of theseleaks. Also, neither he nor anyone e se has made any concrete suggestion for getting that cruiser
loose from the muck or whatever it' s stuck in.

"Thereisanother good argument against landing the barge. If we use remote, live control, thereisthe
sixty-second reaction lag, which would make handling anywhere near the ground redlly impossible. It
would be possible to program its computer to handle alanding, but the risks of that were proved the hard
way thefirgt time anyone landed away from Earth. Y ou might aswell give the Mesklinitesaquick lesson
inflying thething for themselved"

"Don’t try to make that last sound too silly, Alan," Easy pointed out gently. "The Kwembly ismerdy the
firg of the cruisersto get into what looks likefind trouble. Dhrawn isavery big world, with very little
known about it, and | suspect we' re going to run out of land-cruisers for rescue or any other purpose
sooner or later. Also, even | know that the barge controls are computer-coupled, with
push-the-way-you-want- to-go operators. | admit that even so, the chances are ten to one or worse that
anyone trying aground-to-ground flight with that machine on Dhrawn without previous experience would



kill himself, but do Beetchermarlf and Takoorch have even that much chance of surviva on any other

"I think they do," replied Aucoin quietly.

"How, inthe name of dl that’s sengble?' snapped Mersereau. "Here dl dong we ve—" Easy held up her
hand, and either the gesture or the expression on her face caused Boyd to fal slent.

"What other procedure which you could conscientiously recommend would stand any rea chance of
saving ether the Kwembly hersdlf, or her two helmsmen, or the rest of Dondragmer’ s crew?' she asked.

Aucoin had the grace to flush deeply, but he answered steadily enough.

"I mentioned it earlier, asBoyd remembers” he said. " Sending the Kalliff from the Settlement to pick
them up.

The words were followed by some seconds of silence, while expressions of amusement flitted acrossthe
faces around the table. Eventualy b Hoffman spoke.

"Do you suppose Barlennan will approve?" he asked innocently.

"It boilsdown to this," Dondragmer said to Kabremm. "We can stay here and do nothing while
Barlennan sends arescue bruiser from the Settlement. | assume he can think of some reason for sending
one which won't sound too queer, after he failed to do it for the Esket."”

"That would be easy enough,” returned the Esket’ s first officer. "One of the human beingswas against
sending it, and the commander smply let him win the argument. Thistime he could be firmer.”

"Asthough thefirgt time wouldn’t have made some of the other humans suspicious enough. But never
mind that. If wewait, we don’t know how long it will be, snce we don’t even know whether there' sa
possible ground route from the Settlement to here. Y ou came from the mines by air, and we floated part
of theway.

"If we decide not to wait, we can do ether of two things. Oneisto move by stages toward the
Kwembly, carrying the life equipment asfar asthe suitswill let us and then setting it up again to recharge
them. We d get there sometime, | suppose. The other isto move the same way toward the Settlement to
meet the rescue cruiser if one comes or get there on foot if it doesn’t. | suppose we d even get there,
eventudly. Even if we reach the Kwembly, thereisno certainty that we can repair her; if the human
beings have relayed Beetchermarlf’ sfedings at al adequately, it seemsrather doubtful. | don’t like either
choice because of the wasted time they both involve. There are better thingsto do than crawl over the
surface of thisworld on foot.

"A better idea, to my way of thinking, isto use your dirigible either to rescue my hdmsmenif it is decided
to give up on the Kwembly, or to sart ferrying my crew and equipment over to where sheis.”

"BLIt tm—"

"That, of course, sinkstheraft asfar asthe Esket act isconcerned. Even using Reffel’ s helicopter would
do that; we couldn’t explain what hgppened to the vison set he was carrying without their seeing through
it, no matter what lie you think up. I’'m smply not sure that the trick isworth the deliberate sacrifice of
thoselives, though | admit it’ sworth the risk, of course; | wouldn’t have gone dong with it otherwise.”

"So | heard,” returned Kabremm. "No one has been able to make you see the risk of being completely
dependent on beings who can't possibly regard us asreal people.”



"Quite right. Remember that some of them are as different from each other, asthey arefrom us. | made
up my mind about the aiens the time one of them answered my question about a differentia hoist clearly
and in detail, and threw in my first lesson in the use of mathematicsin science, gratis. | redlize the humans
differ anong themselves as we do; certainly the one who talked Ban out of sending help to the Esket
must be as different as possible from Mrs. Hoffman or Charles Lackland—~but | don’t and never will
distrust them as a speciesthe way you seemto. | don’t think Barlennan redlly does, either; he's changed
the subject more than once rather than argue the point with me, and that’ s not Barlennan when he'ssure
he' sright. | fill think it would be agood ideato lower the sails on thisact and ask directly for human
help with the Kwembly. or a least take achance on their finding out by using dl three dirigiblesthere.

"There aren’'t three, any more." Kabremm knew the point was irrdlevant, but was rather glad of a chance
to change the subject. "Karfrengin and four men have been missng in the Elsh for two of thisworld's

days”

"That news hadn’t reached me, of course,” said Dondragmer. "How did the commander react to it?|
should think that even he would be feding the temptation to ask for human help, if we re sarting to lose
personnd al over the map.

"Hehasn't heard about it, either. We' ve had ground parties out searching, using trucks we salvaged from
the Esket, and we didn’t want to make areport until it could be acomplete one.”

"How much more complete could it be? Karfrengin and his men must be dead by now. Thedirigibles
don’t carry life-support gear for two days."

Kabremm gave therippling equivaent of ashrug. "Take it up with Destigmet. | have troubles enough.”
"Why wasn't your flyer used for the search?!

"It was, until thisevening. There are other troubles at the mine, though. A sort of iceriver iscoming, very
dowly, but it will soon cover the whole second settlement if it doesn't Stop. It’ saready reached the
Esket and started to tip it over; that’ swhy we were able to salvage the trucks so easily. Destigmet sent
meto follow back up the glacier and try to find out whether it islikely to kegp coming indefinitely, or was
just abrief event. | redly shouldn’t have comethisfar, but | couldn’t make mysdlf stop. It' sthissame
river for the whole distance, sometimes solid and sometimes liquid aong the way; it' sthe weirdest thing
I’ve seen yet on thisweird world. Thereisn’t achance of theice' s stopping, and the Esket settlement is
asgood asdonefor."

"And of course Barlennan hasn't heard about thisether.”

"There' sbeen no way to tel him. We only discovered the ice was moving just before dark. It wasjust a
diff afew dozen cablesfrom the mine up to then."

"In other words, we velogt not only my first officer and ahdicopter but adirigible with five men, and as
an afterthought the whole Esket project, with my Kwembly probably on the samelist. And you till think
we shouldn’'t end thistrickery, tell the human beings the whole story, and get their help?”

"Morethan ever. If they learn we re having this much trouble, they’ |l probably decide we re no more use
to them and abandon us here.”

"Nonsense. No one just abandons an investment like this project; but never mind arguing; it' safutile
point anyway | wish—"

"What you redly wish isthat you had an excuse for leaking the whole barrdl to your oxygen-breathing



friends"

"Y ou know | wouldn’t do that. I’ m quite ready to use my own judgment in the field, but I know enough
history to be afraid of making spot-changesin basic palicy.”

"Thank goodness. It'sal right to like some humans, but they’ re not dl like the Hoffman one. Y ou
admitted that yoursdlf."

"What it boilsdown to," Barlennan said to Bendivence, "isthat we were much too hasty in sending
Deedenver to the Esket with ordersto shutter itsvison sets. Thewhole Esket question seemsto have
quieted down, and that will bring it to life again. We re not ready for the main act yet, and won't befor a
year on more. | wasn't sorry for the chance to start the human beings thinking dong the lines of a
native-menace idea, but Destigmet’ s crew won't be able to play the part until they have alot more
home-made mechanica and dectrica equipment, things that the humans know we don’'t have. Certainly,
unless the native menace seemsredl, the human beings aren’t very likely to take the steps we want.

"If there were any way to go after Dee now and cancel hisorders, I’d doiit. | wish I'd dared et you go
ahead with radio experiments, and had a set on the Deedee right now."

"It shouldn’t be too risky, and I d be more than glad to work oniit,” answered Bendivence. "The waves
could be detected by the human beings, of course, but if we confined ourselvesto brief and rare
transmissions and used a Smple off-on code they probably wouldn’t realize what the source was.
However, it' stoo late to get Deedenver, anyway.

"True. | wish | knew why no one up there has said another word about Kabremm. The last time | talked
to Mrs. Hoffman, | got the impression that she wasn't quite as sure as before that she'd really seen him.
Do you suppose she redlly made amistake? Or are the human beingstrying to test us, theway | wanted
to do with them? Or has Dondragmer done something to get us off that reef. If she were redly wrong,
we' |l haveto start thinking &l over again...

"And what about that other report we' ve heard no more of, something diding acrossthe Esket’ s floor?!
countered the scientist. "Wasthat gill another test? Or is something redlly happening there? Remember,
we haven't had any contact with that base for over ahundred and fifty hours. If the Esket isredly being
moved by something, we' re much too badly out of date to do anything sensible. Y ou know, without
saying anything againg the Esket act, it’'s an awful nuisance not to be ableto trust your data.”

"If theré' sredl trouble a the Esket we'll just haveto trust Dee' sjudgment,” said the commander,
ignoring Bedivence' s closing sentence. "Actualy, even that isn't the chief problem. Thered questionis
what to do about Dondragmer and the Kwembly. | suppose he had good reason to leave his ship and let
her drift away, but the results have been very awkward. The fact that a couple of his men got left aboard
makes it amost more so; if they hadn't been, we could just forget about the cruiser and send out the
Kalliff to pick up the people.”

"Why can’t we do that anyway? Didn’t the human Aucoin suggest it?
"Hedid. | said I'd haveto think it over.
IIWMI

"Because there isless than one chance in ten, and probably less than onein ahundred, that the Kalliff
could get there in time to do those two men any good. The chances are small enough that she could get
there a al. Remember that snow field the Kwembly crossed before her first flood? What do you
supposethat areais like now? And how long do you think two men, competent men, but with no real



technica or scientific training, are going to keep that lesking hull habitable?

"Of course, we could confess the whole act, tell the humansto get in touch with Destigmet through the
watch he keeps at the Esket’ s communicators, then they could tdl him to send arescue dirigible”

"That would be wasting atremendous amount of work, and ruining what till seemsapromising
operation,” Bendivence replied thoughtfully. ™Y ou don’t want to do that any morethan | do; but of
course we can't abandon those two helmsmen.”

"We can't," Barlennan agreed dowly, "but | just wonder whether we' d be taking too much of a chance
on them if we waited out one other possibility.”

"What' sthat?'

"If the human beings were convinced that we could not possibly carry out the rescue, it'sjust possible,
especidly with two Hoffmansto do the arguing, that they’ d decide to do something about it themsalves."

"But what could they do? The ship they call the ‘barge’ will only land here a the Settlement by its
automatic controls, as | understand Rescue Plan One. They certainly can't fly it around on thisworld
from out at the orbiting Sation; if it took them awhole minute to correct any mistake, they’ d crash it right
away. They certainly can't fly it down personally. It's set up to rescue us, with our air and temperature
control, and besides Dhrawn’ s gravity would paint a human being over the deck.”

"Don’t underestimate those diens, Ben. They may not be exactly ingenious, but there' s been timefor their
ancestorsto think up alot of ready-made ideas we don’t know about yet. | wouldn't doit if | felt there
wasared chance of our getting there ourselves, but thisway we re not putting the hdmsmen in any
worse danger than they are dready; | think that we' Il let the human beings get the idea of making the
rescue themsalves. It would be much better than giving up the plan.”

"What it boilsdown to," said Beetchermarlf to Takoorch, "isthat we somehow haveto find time between
plugging leaks and cleaning poison out of the air unitsto convince people that the Kwembly isworth

svaging.

"The best way would be to get her going oursalves, though | doubt very much that we can doit. It'sthe
cruiser that’ sgoing to set the policy. Y our life and mine don’t mean very much to the humans, except
maybe to Benj, who isn't running things up there. If the ship stays dive, if we can keep these tanks going
to supply uswith food and air, and incidentally keep from being poisoned by oxygen ourselves, and
make redl, reportable progressin repairing and freeing the cruiser, then maybethey’ Il be convinced that
arescuetrip isworth while. Eveniif they don't, we' |l haveto do dl those things for our own sakes
anyway; but if we can have the humanstell Barlennan that we have the Kwembly out and running, and
will get her back to Dondragmer by oursalves, it should make quite afew people happy, especidly the
commander.”

"Do you think we can do it?" asked Takoorch.

"You and | arethefirst onesto convince," replied the younger helmsman. "Therest of the world will be
easer after that."

"What it boilsdown to," said Benj to hisfather, "isthat we won't risk the barge for two lives, even though
that’ swhat it's herefor.”

"Not quite right on either count,” 1b Hoffman answered. "It' s a piece of emergency equipment, but it was
planned for useif the whole project collapsed and we had to evacuate the Settlement. Thiswas awaysa



possibility; therewasalot that just couldn’t be properly tested in advance. For example, the trick of
matching outside pressurein the cruisers and air-suits by using extraargon was perfectly reasonable, but
we could not be sure there would be no side effects on the Mesklinites themsalves; argon isinert by the
usua standards, but so isxenon, which is an effective anaesthetic for human beings. Living sysemsare
just too complicated for extrapolation ever to be safe, though the Mesklinites seem alot smpler
physiologicaly than we are. That may be one reason they can stand such a broad temperature range.

"But the point is, the barge is preset to home in on abeam transmitter near the Settlement; it won't land
itsdlf anywhere else on Dhrawn. It can be handled by remote control, of course, but not at thisrange.

"We could, | suppose, dter its on-board computer program to makeit set itself down in other places, at
least, on any reasonably flat surface; but would you want to set it down anywhere near your friend either
by abuilt-in, unchangeable program or by long-delayed remote control ? Remember the barge uses
proton jets, has amass of twenty-seven thousand pounds, and must put up quite a splash soft-landing in
forty gravities, especidly sinceitsjets are splayed to reduce cratering.” Benj frowned thoughtfully.

"But why can’t we get closer to Dhrawn, and cut down the remote-control lag?' he asked, after some
moments thought. 1b looked at his son in surprise.

"Y ou know why, or should. Dhrawn has amass of 3,471 Earths, and arotation period of just over fifteen
hundred hours. A synchronous orbit to hold us above a constant longitude at the equator istherefore just
over sx million milesout. If you use an orbit a hundred miles above the surface you' d be traveling at
better than ninety miles asecond, and go around Dhrawn in something like forty minutes. You'd remainin
sight of one spot on the surface for two or three minutes out of the forty. Since the planet has about
eighty-seven times Earth’ s surface area, how many control stations do you think would be needed to
manage one landing or lift-off?"

Benj made a gesture of impatience.

"I know dl that, but thereis aready a swarm of stations down there, the shadow satellites. Even | know
that they dl have rdlay equipment, sncethey’re dl reporting constantly to the computers up here and at
any given moment nearly haf of them must be behind Dhrawn. Why can't acontroller riding one of these,
or aship at about the same height, tie into their relays and handle landing and lift-off from there? Delay
shouldn’t be more than asecond or so even from the opposite sde of the world.”

"Because," |b started to answer, and then fell sllent. He remained so for afull two minutes. Benj did not
interrupt his thinking; the boy usualy had agood idea of when he was ahead.

"There would haveto be severd minutes of interruption of neutrino data while the relays were being
preempted,” |b said findly.

"Out of the how many yearsthat they’ ve been integrating that material ?* Benj was not usudly sarcastic
with ether of his parents, but hisfedings were once more growing warm. Hisfather nodded silently,
conceding the point, and continued to think.

It must have been five minutes later, though Benj would have sworn to a grester number, that the senior
Hoffman got suddenly to hisfeet.

"Come on, son. You're perfectly right. It will work for aninitial space-to-surface landing, and for a
surface-to-orbit lift-off, and that’ s enough. For surface-to-surface flight even one second istoo much
control delay, but we can do without that."

"Surel" enthused Benj. "Lift off into orbit, get your breath, change the orbit to suit your landing spot. and



go back down."

"That would work, but don’t mention it. For one thing, if we made ahabit of it there would be a
sgnificant interruption of neutrino datatransmisson. Besdes, I ve wanted an excuse for thisamost ever
sncel joined this project. Now | have one, and I’ m going to useit.”

"An excuse for what?"

"For doing exactly what | think Barlennan has been trying to maneuver usinto doing dl aong: put
Mesklinite pilots on the barge. | suppose he wants his own interstellar ship, sometime, so that he can
dart leading the same life among the stars that he used to do on Mesklin's oceans, but he'll have to make
do with one quantum jump & atime.”

"Isthat what you think he' s been up to? Why should he care about having his own space pilots so
much? And cometo think of it, why wasn't that agood ideaiin thefirst place, if the Mesklinites don'’t
learn how?!

"It was, and there' s no reason to doubt that they can.”
"Then why wasn't it done that way dl dong?”

"I"d rather not lecture on that subject just now. | liketo fed asmuch pridein my speciesas
circumstances alow, and the explanation doesn't reflect much credit either on man’srationdity or his
emotiond control.”

"l can guess, then," replied Benj. "But in that case, what makes you think we can change it now?"

"Because now, at thetrifling cost of descending to the same generd leve of emotiond reasoning, we have
ahandle on some of man’ sless generousdrives. I’ m going down to the planetology lab and filibuster. I'm
going to ask those chemists why they don’'t know what trapped the Kwembly, and whenthey say it's
because they don't have any samples of the mud, I’ m going to ask them why they don’t. I’m going to ask
them why they’ ve been making do with seismic and neutrino-shadow data when they might aswell be
analyzing mineral samples carted up here from every j spot where aMesklinite cruiser has stopped for
ten minutes. If you prefer not to descend to that level, and would rather work with mankind’s no-bier
emoations, you be thinking of al the heart-rending remarks you could make about the horror and cruelty
of leaving your friend Beetchermarlf to suffocate dowly on an dien world parsecs from hishome. We
could usethat if we have to take this argument to a higher authority, like the genera public. | don't think
we Il really need to, but right now I’'m in no mood to restrict myslf to clean fighting and logica argument.
he"If Alan Aucoin growls about the cost of operating the barge (I think has too much sense), I'm going
to jump on him with both feet. Energy has been practically free ever snce we ve had fusion devices, what
costsispersona skill. He Il have to use Mesklinite crews anyway, so that investment is aready made;
and by letting the barge drift out here unused he' swasting its cost. | know there’'sasmal holein that
logic, but if you point it out in Dr. Aucoin’shearing I’ [l paddle you for thefirst time Since you were seven,
and | don't think the last decade has done too much to my arm. Y ou let Aucoin do hisown thinking."

"Y ou needn’t get annoyed with me, Dad.”

"I'm not. In fact, I’'m not as much annoyed as | am scared.”

"Scared? Of what?'

"Of what may happen to Barlennan and his people on what your mother calls‘that horrible planet.’

"But why? Why now, more than before?"



"Because|’m coming gradualy to redlize that Barlennan isan intelligent, forceful, thoughtful, ambitious,
and reasonably well-educated being, just as my only son was Six years ago; and | remember your
homemade diving outfit much too well. Come on. We have an astronautics school to get organized, and a
student bodly to collect.”

EPILOGUE: LESSONS

At two hundred miles, the barge was just visible as a star-like object reflecting Laande 21°5' sfeeble
light. Benj had watched the vessdl asit pulled up to that distance and moved into what its pilot
considered a decent station-keeping orbit, but neither he nor the pilot had discussed technical detalls. It
was s0 handy to be able to hold a conversation without waiting afull minute for the other fellow’ s answer
that Benj and Beetchermarlf had smply chattered.

These conversations were becoming less and less frequent. Benj was really back at work now and, he
suspected, making up for lost time. Beetchermarlf was often too far away on practiceflightsto talk at all,
and even more frequently too occupied to converse with anyone but hisinstructor.

"Timetoturnit over, Beetch," the boy ended the present exchange as he heard Tebbetts whistling from
down the shaft. "The taskmaster ison the way.

"I’'m ready when heis" camethereply. "Does he want to use your language or mine thistime?"
"He Il let you know; hedidn’t tell me. Here heis" replied Ben.

The bearded astronomer, however, spoke first to Benj after looking quickly around. The two were
drifting weightlessin the direct-observation section at the center of the station’ s connecting bar, and
Tebbetts had taken for granted that the barge and his student would be drifting dongside. All his quick
glance caught was the dull ember of asun in one direction and the dimly lit disc of Dhrawn, little larger
than Luna seen from Earth, in the other.

"Whereishe, Benj?| thought | heard you talking to him, so | assumed hewas close. | hope heisn't late.
He should be solving intercept orbits, even with nomographsinstead of high-speed computers, better
than that by now."

"He shere, sr." The boy pointed. "Just over two hundred miles away, in a 17.8-minute orbit around the
dation."

Tebbetts blinked. "That’ sridiculous. | don't think this hegp of hardware would whip anything around in
that time at a distance of two hundred feet, |et aone that many miles. He d have to use power,
acceerating straight toward us—"

"Heis, gr. About two hundred G’ s acceleration. Thetimeisthe rotation period of Mesklin, and the
acceleration isthe gravity value a hishome port. He says he hasn't been so comfortable since he signed
up with Barlennan, and wishes there were some way to turn up the sunlight.”

The astronomer smiled dowly.

"Yes. | see. That does make sense. | should have thought of it mysdlf. | have some more practice
exercisesfor him here, but that’ s about as good as any of them. | should do more of that sort of thing.
Well, let’sget at it. Can you stay to check my language? | think | have the Stennish words for everything
intoday’ swork, and space is empty enough so that his mistakes and mine should both be relatively
harmless, but there’ s no need to take chances.

"It stoo bad the Kwembly couldn’'t be salvaged after dl," remarked Aucoin, "but Dondragmer’screw is



doing avery good and effective sudy of the areawhile they’ re waiting for relief. | think it wasavery
good ideato send the Kdliff after them with askeleton crew and let them work while they waited,
instead of taking them back to the Settlement in the barge. That would have been pretty dangerous
anyway, until there are practiced Mesklinite pilots. The single landing near the Kwembly to get the two
helmsmen, and adirect return to space while they were trained, was probably the safest way to doit.

"But now we have thistrouble with the Smof At thisrate we'll be out of cruisers before we' re halfway
around Low Alpha. Does anyone know the Smof’ s commander the way Easy knows Dondragmer? Y ou
don't, | suppose, Easy? Can anyone give aguess at his ability to get himsdlf out of trouble? Or are we
going to haveto risk sending the barge down before those two Mesklinites are fully trained?!

"Tebbetts thinks Beetchermarlf could handle asurface landing now, aslong asit wasn't complicated by
mechanica emergencies,” pointed out an engineer. "Persondly | wouldn’t hesitate to let him go.

"Y ou may beright. Thetroubleis, though, that we certainly can’t land the barge on an ice pack, and not
even the barge can lift one of those land-cruisers, even if there were away of fastening them together
without an actud landing. Beetchermarlf and Takoorch may aswell continue their training for the
moment. What | want as soon as possible, Planetology, isthe best direction and distance for the Smof’'s
crew to trek if they do have to abandon the cruiser, that is, the closest spot where the barge could land
to pick them up. If it'sclose to their present location, don’t tell them, of course; | want them to do their
best to save the cruiser, and there sno point in tempting them with an easy escape.” 1b Hoffman stirred
dightly, but refrained from comment. Aucoin, from one point of view, was probably justified. The
adminigtrator went on, "Also, isthere definite word on the phenomenon that trapped the Kwembly?

Y ou’ ve had specimens of the mud, or whatever it is, that Beetchermarlf brought up, for weeks now.

"Yes" replied achemigt. "It' safascinating example of surface action. It's sengtiveto the nature and
particle size of the minerds present, the proportions of water and ammoniain the lubricating fluid, the
temperature, and the pressure. The Kwembly' s weight, of course, was the main cause of trouble; the
Mesklinites could walk around onit, in fact, they did, safely enough. Once triggered by a pressure pesk,
the strength went out of the stuff in awave— "All right, the rest can servefor apaper,” Aucoin nodded.
"Isthere any way to identify such a surface without putting aship onto it?"

"Hmm. I’d say yes. Radiation temperature should be information enough, or at least, it would warn that
further tests should be made. For that matter, | wouldn’t worry about its ever getting the barge; thejets
would boil the water and ammoniaout of such a surface safely before touchdown.”

Aucoin nodded, and passed on to other matters. Cruiser reports, publication reports, supply reports,
planning prospectuses.

Hewas dill alittle embarrassed. He had known his own failing, but like most people had excused it, and
felt sureit wasn't noticeable. But the Hoffmans had noticed it, maybe others had. He d have to be
careful, if he wanted to keep aresponsible and respected job. Alter dl, he repeated firmly to himself,
Mesklinites were People, even if they looked like bugs.

Ib Hoffman' s attention wandered, important though he knew the work to be. His mind kept going back
to the Kwembly, and the Smof and to awell-designed, wdll-built piece of diving gear which had dmost
killed an eleven-year-old boy. The reports, punctuated by Aucoin’s sometimes acid comments, droned
on; dowly Ib made up hismind.

"WEe re getting ahead,” remarked Barlennan. "There was good excuse for taking the vison sets out of the
Kwembly, since she was being abandoned, so we' ve been able to work on her with no restrictions. We
could use Reffd’ s helicopter, since the humans think it’ slogt, too. Jemblakee and Deedenver seemto



fed that the cruiser can be back in running state in another day.” He glanced at the feeble sun, dmost
exactly overhead.

"The human chemists were certainly hel pful about that mud shewasin. It was funny how the one who
talked to Dee about the stuff kept inssting that he was only guessing, while he made suggestion after
suggestion. It’ stoo bad we couldn’t tell him how successful most of hisideas were.

" Sdf-doubt seemsto be ahuman trait, if it's safe to make such a sweeping remark,” replied Guzmeen.
"When did thisnews get in?'

"The Deedee came in an hour ago, and is gone again. There' stoo much for that machineto do. It was
bad enough when we lost the Elsh, and with Kabremm and his Gwelf overduethingsare piling up. |
hope we find him. Maybe the Kaliff will turn up something; he was supposed to be scouting aroute to
get her to Don’'s camp, SO maybe one of Kenanken's scouts will spot him. He' sless than aday overdue,
S0 there' s il achance...”

"And with dl this, you say we re ahead?' cut in Guzmeen.

"Sure. Remember, the whole aim of the Esket act was to persuade the human beingsto let us use space
ships. The slf-support business was incidenta, though useful. We expected to work the local-life myth
up to amagjor menace before we could persuade Aucoin to let usfly, and spend months building up to it.
We'refar ahead on time, and haven't lost very much, the base at the Esket site, of course, and the Elsh
and its crew, and just possibly Kabremm and his.”

"But even Kabremm and Karfrengin aren’t exactly expendable. There aren’t very many of us. If
Dondragmer and his crew don't keep dive until the Kalliff reachesthem, we' |l have taken aredly
seriousloss, at least our dirigible crewsweren't our scientists and engineers.”

"Don’sinno red danger. They can aways be picked up by Beetchermarlf in the human space ship—I
mean our space ship.”

"And if anything goeswrong with that operation we're out not only our only spaceship but our only
space pilots.”

"Which suggeststo me," Barlennan said thoughtfully, "that we should try to regain somelost ground. As
soon as the Kwembly is ready she should start hunting a suitable place and sart replacing the Esket
seitlement. Don' s scientists should have little trouble finding agood location; Dhrawn seemsto berichin
metal ores. Maybe we should have him search closer to here so that communication will be quicker,

though.

"WEe Il have to build more dirigibles, the onewe haveleft isn't nearly enough for the work. Maybe we
ought to design bigger ones.

"I’ ve been wondering about that," atechnician who had been listening silently up to this point spoke up.
"Do you suppose that it would be smart to find out more, tactfully, of course, from the humans about
dirigibles? We ve never discussed the subject with them; they taught you about balloons years ago, and
some of our own people got the idea of using the human power sources with them. We don’t know if
they ever used them at dl. Maybeit isn't just bad luck that we velost two out of our threein such a
short time. Maybe there' s something fundamental ly wrong with the whole idea.”

The commander gave agesture of impatience.

"That'ssdlly. | didn’t try to pick up acomplete scientific education from the dliens, sinceit was obvioudy



going to take too long; but onething I did gather was that the underlying rules are essentially smple.
Once the humans started concentrating on basic rules, they went from sailing shipsto space shipsina
couple of hundred years. Balloons, powered or not, are smple devices; | understand them perfectly
myself. Putting an engine aboard doesn't change that; the same rules have to be working.”

Thetechnician eyed his commander thoughtfully, and thought briefly of ectron tubesand television
circuits before replying.

"l suppose," he said thoughtfully, "that a piece of atent being blown away by the gale, and aship being
tacked into the wind, are also examples of the same rules at work.”

Barlennan didn’t want to give an affirmative answer, but he could find nothing better.

Hewas dtill trying to shrug off the technician’ s remark, but only succeeding in growing more and more
doubtful of hisStuation, some twenty hours later when amessenger caled him to the communication
room. As soon as he entered, Guzmeen spoke briefly into amicrophone; aminute later, a human face
which neither of them recognized gppeared on the screen.

"I am Ib Hoffman, Easy’ s husband and Benj’ sfather,” the stranger began without preamble. "I’'m
gpeaking to you two, Barlennan and Dondragmer, aone. The rest of the observing crew hereare
concentrating on anew emergency involving one of the cruisers. I’'m using your language asbest | can,
with my wife standing by; she knowswhat | want to say, and will correct meif | dip too badly. | have
decided that it istime to clear up some misunderstandings, but | don’t plan to tell everyone here about
them; you'll ssewhy before| finish, if you don’t already. I’ m bothered mostly because | hate to cal

anyonealiar in any language.

"Firgt, Barlennan, my hearty congratulations. | am just about certain that when we turned the barge over
to aMesklinite pilot we fulfilled one of your chief plans, probably well before you meant or expected it to
mature. That’ sfine. | wanted that to happen. Probably you want to make interstellar flights on your own
later on, too; that’ saso finewithme. I'll help.

"Y ou seemto fed that many or most human beings would try to thwart you in this, and | have to admit
that some would, though | think we have the most effective one under control now. Y ou can't be sure
that I’'m being sincere now, for that matter; you' re tricky enough yoursdlf to expect it of other people.
Too bad. How much you bdieve of what | say isbeyond my control; | fill haveto say it.

"I don’t know how much of the basic Stuation you set up, but | can guess. I'm nearly sure the Esket
disappearance was not genuine. I'm uncertain of the real status of the Kwembly. Y ou probably know
more of Dhrawn than you’ ve reported. | won't say | don’t care, because | do; we' re hereto learn as
much as possible about Dhrawn, and what you don't tell usisalossto the project. | can't threaten you
with pendtiesfor breach of contract, sncel’m not completely certain you' ve broken it and amin no
position to carry out threats. And in any case have less than no desire to even make thresats. | do want to
persuade you, though, that it will be better for both of usif we do without secrets. We're at a point
where anything less than complete franknessislikely to cost usalot and cost you everything. To make
that point, I’m going to tell you astory.

"Y ou know that human beings breathe oxygen much as you do hydrogen, though being so much larger
we need a more complicated pumping system to get it through our bodies. Because of the details of that
system, we suffocate if deprived of gaseous, free oxygen within a certain rather narrow range of
pressures.

"About three quarters of Earth is covered by water. We cannot bresthe under water without artificial
equipment, but the use of such equipment isacommon human sport. It consists essentidly of atank of



compressed air and avalve system which releasesthe air to our bresthing system as needed; smple and
obvious.

"Six of our years ago, when Benj was eleven years old, he made such adevice, designing it himself with
my assstance. He made the pressure tank and regulator, using ordinary fabricating equipment such as
may be found in most home workshops, just as he had made more complex things such assmal gas
turbines. He tested the parts with my help; they worked perfectly. He caculated how long the air in the
tank would last him, and then tested the whole assembly under water. | went along as amatter of
common-sense safety, using acommercid diving device.

"I am sure you know the principles of hydrostatics and the gaslaws, at least, Easy has given mewords
for them in your language. Y ou can seethat at a certain depth, alungful of air would have only hdf its
volume at the surface. Benj knew thistoo, but reasoned that it would still be alungful asfar as oxygen
content was concerned, so that a one-hour tank would be a one-hour tank regardless of depth, aslong
astank pressure was above that of the water.

"To makealong story short, it didn’t. Heran out of air in lessthan athird of the calculated time, and |
had to make an emergency rescue. Because of the quick pressure change and some human peculiarities
which you don’t seem to share, he was very nearly killed. The trouble turned out to be that the human
breathing rate is controlled, not by the oxygen in our blood, but by the carbon dioxide, one of the waste
products. To maintain anorma equilibrium of that, we have to run norma volumes of ar through our
lungs, regardless of oxygen content or total pressure; hence, an hour’ sair supply at norma pressureis
only half an hour thirty-three feet under water, athird of an hour at sixty-six, and so on.

"I don't want to insult anyon€ sintelligence by asking if he understands my point, but I’ d like some
comment from both of you on that story."

The answverswere interesting, both in nature and arrival time. Barlennan’ s popped from the spesker with
very little more than light-travel delay; Dondragmer’ s came much, much later, and did not overlap with
hiscommander’s.

"It is obvious that incomplete knowledge can lead to mistakes," said Barlennan, "but | don’t see why that
isespecidly applicable to the present case. We know that our knowledge can’t be complete, and that
our work hereis dangerousfor that reason. We have dways known it. Why emphasize the point now?
I”’d much rather hear your report on the cruiser you say isin trouble. Y ou make me suspect that you are
leading up gently to theinformation thet | have lost another cruiser because of something its designing
engineersdidn’t know. Don't worry, | won't blame you for that. None of us could foresee everything.”

Ib smiled sourly at the revelation of yet another human characteridtic.

"That’ snot just what | had in mind, Commander, though there are valid aspects to what you have just
sad. I'd like to wait for Dondragmer’ s answer before | say any more, though.”

It was another full minute, adightly strained one, before the voice of the Kwembly' s captain arrived.

"Y our account is plain enough and you would probably have been briefer had you not meant to imply
more. | suspect that your key point is not so much that your son got into trouble through ignorance, but
that he did so even under your experienced adult supervison. | would take the implication to be that even
though you aliens do not claim omniscience or omnipotence, we are in acertain amount of danger here
no matter how closaly you supervise and assist us, and we are adding unnecessarily to our danger any
time we act on our own, like the student chemist who experiments on his own." Dondragmer had spent
much more time at the College than had his commander.



"Right. Just what | meant," said Ib. "I cant...
"Just amoment,” interrupted Easy. "Hadn't you better relay Don’ s remark to Barlennan firs?!

"Right." Her husband gave a one-sentence summary of the captain’s speech, and went on, "I can’t force
any policy on you, and would prefer not to even if | could. | don't expect you to make a complete
revelation of everything that’s gone on on Dhrawn since you first built the Settlement. Infact, I'd advise
grongly againg it; | have enough complications up here with the adminidtration asit is. However, if Easy
just happened to get an occasiona talk with her old friends Destigmet and Kabremm, just as an example,
| would have a better idea of what has gone on and be in a better position to keep things running
smoothly at thisend. | don’t expect a spot decision on any matter of mgjor policy change, Commander,
but please think it over.”

Barlennan, being a sea captain by training and trade, was accustomed to the need for quick decisons.
Furthermore, circumstances had aready compelled thoughts on smilar linesto circulatein histiny head.
Finaly, hisonly redly basic policy wasto ensure his own survival and that of his crew. He answered 1b

promptly.

"Easy may get her talk with Destigmet, but not right away; the Esket isalong distance from here. | will
aso havetowait to tell you dl that I'd like to, because | must first hear from you the details of the trouble
you mentioned when you firg called. Y ou said that another of my cruiserswasin trouble.

"Pleasetell mejust what has happened, so | can plan what help to request from you.
Ib and Easy Hoffman looked at each other and grinned in mingled relief and triumph.

But it was Benj who made the key remark. Thiswas later on, in the aerology lab, when they were
recounting to him and McDevitt dl that had been said. The boy looked up &t the huge globe of Dhrawn,
and thetiny areawhere the lightsindicated partia knowledge.

"l suppose you think he'salot safer now, down there."

It was a sobering thought.



