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PRELUDE

JULI E STONE

SHE AWCKE TO t he sound of the ventilators in her space-

suit. Where am1? Julie thought. And then she remem

bered: She was in a cavern on Triton, and she'd just made

contact with the alien artifact. But what had she--had she

| ost consci ousness? Distant nmenories jangled in her mnd

Her thoughts were interrupted by a voice in her ear. The hel net

comm "Julie--can you hear me? Ron, | can't get a reading on

her nonitors, but | think she's alive."

Kim Her supervisor.

O course I"'malive. Wy wouldn't | be?

"Her eyes are open!" Soneone bendi ng over her, hands shadi ng

her faceplate to cut the reflection. "She's breathing, | think. Julie,
can you hear ne?"

Can you hear me? The words drifted back, voices in her head: Mssion yet to
fulfill.., require your assistance, Julie Stone... Assistance? Wat kind
And as consci ousness had slipped away, the voices sinply

noved farther inside..

John Bandi cut sacrificed everything toprotect Earth... saved
his homeworld . . . rogue conet..
“Juliel"
She started, flinching where she lay on her side, the hard casing
of her suit digging into her shoulder and hip. "Yes. Yes! I'm

okay; help me up."
The | oom ng hel nret nmoved away, and hands were lifting her
by the arnms, hel ping her to stand. And then she was on her feet,
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tottering, surrounded by a knot of her crewrates from exoar-chaeol ogy.
Triton, yes. She was on Triton, in an underground
cavern, bluish ice and a bit of rock, hal ogen lights shining off
ever yt hi ng.
And it talked to me. The artifact talked to me. She struggled to
remenber . .

stopped the i mredi ate danger.., but may be other..

ot her. ..
ot her. ..

requi re your assistance..
What ki nd of danger--?
"\What happened, Julie?" soneone was asking.
She shook her head, the bits of menory unraveling and di sappeari ng.
"Not sure. What did you see?"
She couldn't quite focus, didn't know who was tal king. It was
Kims voice: "The object glowed. It appeared to be engaged in
i ncreased activity. You passed out. The activity continued for
about ten seconds, then returned to nornal. That's when we got to
you. "
I ncreased activity? She renmenbered the appearance of the artifact:
a collection of black and silver spheres, seeming to twirl and
nove t hrough each other, all balanced like an inverted pyranid
"Did you hear anything?"
Through the reflective faceplates, she couldn't see faces, but she
Coul d sense the puzzlenment in the voices. "W didn't hear anything,"
KI m answered. "Wat did you hear?"
She shook her head. "I don't know " She stepped forward
t hrough the knot of spacesuited people--then, on a sudden urge,
turned to | ook back at the object, the alien artifact. It had bl ack and
i ri descent globes, not silver. The translator; that was what John
Bandi cut had called it. But she thought maybe it had said so, as well.
"Julie?" said Kim "Can you tell us what happened?”
"I don't--" her voice caught, and she tried to recapture it. "I
don't think so. Not just yet. | think | need sone quiet to think about
it." She turned to her right and was able finally to peer through the
faceplate to see the eyes of her coworker. "Can we | eave now?"
Kims eyebrows arched: "All right," he said. "Let's go, everyone!
Let's get Julie back to the rover!™
But as she followed Kim trying to recapture the nenories, the
words and inages could not be fornmed; thoughts and voices were
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whirling together like a stormin her mind, in her dreams, in her
subconsci ousness. So difficult to renmenber. Except for one phrase
t hat kept recurring:

something still out there which ia trying to destroy your
world. ..



I NTO AN LI EN SEA

No' ACAZV. /1 K t hought. He peered out of the gol den bubble

into a cerul ean sea. Overhead, but receding with each

heartbeat, was the rippling mrror of the ocean's surface.

Bel ow | ay the darkness of the ocean depths, into which

they were sinking rapidly--trapped in the forcefield bubble that had
swept them across uncounted |ight-years.

Li -Jared was making frantic bongi ng sounds. He was terrified of
deep water, so this nust have been his worst nightnare cone true.
On Ik's other side the Human, John Bandi cut, |ooked as if he had
stopped breat hing. He was staring down into the twilit depths, eyes
bul ging with fear and concentration. He was pointing to sonething,
stuttering inconprehensibly.

It is happening again, |k thought. Rakh

John Bandi cut turned around to ook at all the others. "Do you
see it?" he shouted. "Tell me I'mnot crazy! Do you see it?"

Bwong- ng- ng- ng- ng-- "See what ?" Li-Jared cried, |unging
drunkenly from one side of the bubble to the other. "There's no
bottom All | see is water! W're all going to drown!"

But |1k saw now what Bandi cut was yelling about. Lights. Bel ow

them and very dim but growing slowy. Ik bent down to peer

t hrough the bottom of the star-spanner bubble. The lights seened

to be gl obe-shaped. They |ooked.., artificial. Like an undersea city.

That was what Bandi cut was trying to say. They were plunmeting
toward sonething, not just sinking to the bottom of an alien

sea. Ik didn't know what it was, but he recogni zed the hand of the
Shi pworl d Masters in it. Someone had ained themin this direction
and had known there would be sonething waiting for themin the
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depths of this sea. Ik found a slight trace of confort in that know edge.
Bandi cut was trying to calmthe terrified Karellian. "Li-Jared,

there's somet hi ng down there! Take a | ook for yourself]." Wth that,

he plunged his head directly through the side of the bubble, ex-trtding
hinself into the water w thout disturbing the bubble at

all.

"Hrah--he's right--1 see it, too!" Ik said, finding his voice at |ast.
He drew a deep breath and foll owed Bandi cut's exanpl e, sticking

his head through the bubble wall. The bubble gave and stretched

over his skin; he felt a sense of pressure and cold, but no water actually
touched him He held his breath and peered down.

He could see the lights nore clearly now. They were definitely

drawing closer. Was it really possible that they were bubbles of air?
He popped his head back out of the water to take a breath.

Bandi cut was | ooking at him in the deepening gl oom "M

guess is we want to reach those things. Is there some way we can

st eer ?"

A voice frombehind Ik said, "Are we certain that we want to?"

Ik turned to the newest nmenber of their party: Antares, the

Thespi third-femal e, Bandicut's acquai ntance. |k barely knew her

but she had hel ped themall survive their recent battle with the boojum
back on Shipworld. "I'mnot sure we have any choice,"” he

said. "It would certainly seemthat this place is our intended destination.'
The Thespi blinked, her golden eyes wide in the failing |light.

"So it would seem " she said, stroking the geniike stones in her

t hr oat .

"We're being carried off to one side," Bandi cut said, peering outside
again. "l think we're going to m ss those structures. You don't

suppose the star-spanner forgot to allow for currents, do you?"

I k touched the side of his head, querying his voice-stones./Can

you advi se on the guidance of this travel unit?/

There was a short flurry of feedback sensation, before the voice-stones

answer ed:
*

Qui dance negative. Wait for arrival.*
Bandi cut' s gaze had gone bl ank and unfocused. A nonent |ater
it returned to normal. "According to Charlie, nmy stones say we've
been renornmalized to this environment. |Is that supposed to nean
we can breat he water?"
"Hmm | would not be eager to test such a supposition,” |k said.
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He caught the eye of Li-Jared, who had stopped panting |ong

enough to stare back at him the bright blue slits across his eyes
wide with fury and panic. "But according to nmy voice-stones, we
cannot steer; we must wait for arrival."”

"Arrival ?" Antares nmuttered. "l thought we'd already arrived."
"Yes, well--" Ik rubbed his chest uncertainly. They were sliding
farther and farther into the darkness of the depths. The surface
was no |onger visible, though a blue hue overhead pointed the way
back to it. Below, the lights were pulling off to one side. Bandicut
was right; they were going to mss them

Ik felt hinmself instinctively trying to will the bubble back toward
t hose gl obes. But it was no use. Soon the lights were level wth
them far off to one side. Then they seened to slide upward and
away, as the sea continued darkening. Ik felt the air in the bubble
growi ng thick and dense in his throat.

"Can we do not hing?" Antares nurnured.

"Hold on! Look there!" said Bandicut, pointing the other way.

Bel ow, and on the other side, nore lights were comng into

view |k tried to gauge the bubble's novenent, and deci ded t hat
there was at |east a chance they would pass close to those lights.
And what woul d they find?

| k sighed through his ears, touched his forehead, and began
preparing hinself for whatever world they were about to enter
Sonet hi ng was noving in those gl obes of |ight.

Bandi cut was al nost certain of it. He strained to see nore
clearly. The gl obes were growi ng larger, but the haze of the water
obscured his view. The array had the | ook of a sunken city; but he
hardly dared believe it.

He wondered how nuch |l onger the air would last in the star-spanner
bubbl e.

"/Not to worry.

If it can keep us alive halfway across the gal axy,

it can probably give us a few mnutes nore

underwater."/

The voice of the quarx in his head was | aconic. The alien seened
al nost rel axed about their sudden entry into this ocean. Perhaps,

| acking a body of his own, he felt | ess sense of danger

"/You think I"'mtoo stupid to know danger ?"/

Jarred by the remark, Bandicut said,/No... | don't think you're
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stupid./But this quarx was a very different individual fromthe | ast

Charlie, whose death was still terribly imediate in his mnd
As the lights drew cl oser, growing in nunber, sonething resenbling
a | andscape began to emerge fromtheir illum nation. The

gl obes were gathered in clusters, and they were attached to or suspended
froma steep submarine slope that was barely visible now,

i n shadowy outlines behind and beneath them Only a few dim

scattered lights were visible in the darkness further below If they
failed to connect with this cluster, they mght fall forever.

"Are we going to miss then?" Li-Jared asked, as though reading

his mnd

No, Bandi cut thought. Yes. He couldn't tell.

"Bandi e John?" Antares' eyes caught his with sharp intensity.

Was she reading his fear? Feeling it? He hardly knew her. And

yet he was unsurprised to sense her enpathic awareness. It felt right,
sonehow.

Bef ore he coul d answer, though, he felt a vibration under his

feet. There was a sound, like a distant nurnur. "Wat the--?"

"Hrahh, it feels like a quake," said Ik. "A distant quake. Do you

feel the current, shifting sideways? We are going to niss those
structures!” Ik's scul pted blue face | ooked skeletal in the undersea
light, as he twisted around to | ook at them

"I feel it," Antares said, her eyes glinting.

Bandi cut cl osed his eyes a nonment, feeling the novenent. Ik

was right. If they couldn't reach those structures.., how deep was this ocean
anyway ?

He gl anced at his companions, their faces dimy lit by a | owlevel
lum nosity in the bubble itself. Ik the tall Hraachee' an, his small
dark eyes glittering with inner points of light. Li-Jared the siman-Iooking
Karellian, with his narrow, vertical eyes of gold, bisected

by electric-blue horizontal slits, wide with fear. Antares, so much

i ke a human woman and yet no such thing, her face delicately angul ar
her eyes al nost Asi an-1ooki ng, her expressions inscrutable.

And the two robots who had traveled so far with himfrom Triton,

dunb machi nes who had sonehow been transformed into sentient

bei ngs. Bandi cut was grateful for all of them But he had no wi sh

to die here with them

"Captain," said the robot Copernicus, "I amuncertain of the
medi um out si de the bubble. But | detect objects or entities nmoving
toward us."
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I k was al ready | ooking past the robot. "Sonmeone is coming! This way!"
The bubbl e rocked as they all |eaned to see. At first Bandi cut

could see nothing. And then, |like spots before his eyes, he began

to focus on very small figures noving through the watery gl oom
Movi ng toward them Sw nmi ng.

For a fleeting nonent, he was afraid he was hall uci nating.

"/ After what you 'we been through

' msurprised anyt hing surprises you."/

Bandi cut grunted. On Shipworld, he had seen everything from

fractal beings to sentient ice floes. Wy should this--

"They're conming for us," Ik said, interrupting his thought.
He could see five or six figures now-arms and | egs noving
rapi dly. He thought they | ooked humanoi d, but they were still too

far away to tell.

Ant ares pressed her face to the side of the bubble. "They're
bringing lines," she said, her voice nmuffled.

Bandi cut squinted. Indeed, there were long lines trailing behind
the swimming figures. They | ooked | ess hunmanoid as they drew

closer. They had | egs, yes--but with webbed feet. They noved

t hrough the water w th quick, powerful strokes.

"Captai n--over here," said Napol eon, on the other side.

Bandi cut turned, and stifled a shout. One of the swi mrers had

cone froma different direction. It was pressing its webbed hands
and its face to the bubble wall. Then it pushed its head through the
bubble and into their mdst. It |ooked like a nobnstrous apparition
shiny and bl ack, with enormous eyes and pulsing slits along the side
of the head, and a nouth slightly open, revealing two rows of sharp
teeth. It stared first at Bandicut, then turned to | ook at Li-Jared.
The Karellian squawked in al arm and backed away. Bandi cut

could not even find his voice.

| k spoke up sharply. "Stand back. Don't frighten it!"

Don't frighten it? Bandicut felt twin inmpulses: to flee fromthe
thing, and to kill it.

The sea creature gave a muffled cry that sounded |ike an ani nal

in pain. Then it popped back out into the sea, |eaving the bubble
undi st ur bed, and Bandi cut and the others gasping.

"/1'"ve got this feeling

that these are our new hosts."/

"Here are the others." Ik pointed to a cluster of simlar creatures
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gathering on the other side of their bubble. The new arrivals peered
in fromthe near darkness, w thout poking through

Bandi cut stared out at those toothy, bug-eyed faces. /New
host s--?/

The creatures were working with their lines now, stretching them
around the bubble. It took Bandicut a noment to realize what they

were doi ng, and by then the bubble was enclosed in a net. The undersea
creatures cinched the lines tight with a jerk that sent Bandi-cut

and the others staggering, and then the creatures began to tow

t he bubbl e through the water



OCEAN Rscu

IT WAS LI KE doni noes falling. Ik stunbled into Antares and
Li -Jared stunbled into Bandi cut, and Bandicut fell against

the side of the bubble. Hi s face pressed out of the bubble

into the sea, hard against the netting. It took a noment

of straggle to get back in. He staggered, gasping, back into

the center of the bubble.

They were nmoving at a surprising rate, under tow The sea creatures
pulling the lines were mere shadows once nore, nearly | ost

in the undersea gloom "They're taking us toward those structures,"”
| k said, gazing at the cluster of |um nous gl obes, ahead of and stil
sonewhat bel ow t hem

"Are we being rescued or captured?" Antares asked.

Ik Hm and did not answer.

The sea creatures were powerful swi mers. The bubble's

nmotion toward the |ights was unm stakable now. But were they
actually pulling the bubble thensel ves? Bandi cut thought he could
di scern a large, round shadow out ahead of them and thought he
heard a hum through the water. He coul dn't guess how nassive the

st ar-spanner bubble was, but it could not have been an insignificant
| oad.

"Captain," said Copernicus, "l estimate we will intercept those
structures in four to eight mnutes. Qur sink rate has slowed, wth
the addition of the buoyancy bl adders."

"Uh?" Bandi cut was startled to see clusters of what | ooked |ike
grapefruit attached to the net around them Where had they cone
fron? They seened to be swelling, as he watched.
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"Why are we sinking at all?" Antares asked. "W're in a bubble

of air. Wiy aren't we floating?"

Bandi cut bl inked, and had no answer.

"/1 wouldn't be surprised

if we had a supermassive thing or two

under the hood of this thing,"/

Charlie nurnured.

/ Ah./ Before Bandicut could voice the thought, Li-Jared did it

for him looking as if he were trying to distract hinself from stark
terror.

" St ar-spanner nodul e--" he gasped. "Mcrosingularities--
transformation.” Trenbling, he peered back

out .

They were leveling off at the depth of the approachi ng gl obes.
Habitats. Bandicut could clearly see shadowy figures nmoving inside
them now. Their magnitude was becom ng evident as the travelers
drew cl ose; the gl obes were | arge enough to hold living space for

si zabl e groups of people.

In the pale light of the habitats, he could nake out the tow |line
now. A current of fine, floating particles was jetting backward

t hrough the water toward them And although he coul dn't distinguish
its form he was nearly certain that the shadowy object ahead

was a submarine, or at |least a propulsion unit.

"Hold tight," Copernicus warned. An instant |later the bubble jostled
and yawed, noving through a change of current. The sea creatures
were fanning out with secondary tow lines, probably to steady
themin the current. The star-spanner bubble began turning in a sl ow
sweep--past a group of habitats, and on toward a solitary structure
that was emerging fromthe haze ahead of them They sl owed,

as they were towed into position beneath the single globe. The nass
of the habitat slid over themlike a roof. Bandicut felt a nonent of
di zzi ness and cl austrophobia. Then the tethers pulled tight and the
bubbl e swayed to a stop.

H s translator-stones uttered a single word:

*Arrival . *
*

bwang "--for spatia

Several mnutes passed in silence. Four or five of the sea creatures
were gat hered around themin the gloom and above them severa

nore were visible through the transparent underside of the habitat.
"What are they waiting for?" Bandicut mnuttered.
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"/ Maybe for us to nake the first nove."/

/Whi ch woul d be what? To sprout gills and swimout? | woul dn't

even know how to get out of this thing. If | wanted to./

"/ | suspect that the stones can help.

But 1'mnot too clear on what you can expect

when you enter the water."/

/That's something I'd sort of like to know /Bandi cut craned his

neck, | ooking up. The air in that habitat was al nost certainly at
seawat er pressure, and that had to be fifteen or twenty atnospheres
at least. He could only guess at their depth here; but with nost of
the sunlight gone, it was surely close to a couple of hundred neters.
What sort of air would they encounter, and would they kee

over or go into convulsions fromgas toxicity--or fall into a
drunken stupor from nitrogen narcosis? For that matter, he wondered
what kind of air they had in the star-spanner bubble. He'd

done sone scuba diving back on Earth, enough to know the heavy
sensation of pressurized air. But the air he was breathing right now
didn't feel that way. And yet, surely they were at anbi ent pressure,
or how coul d he have poked his head out into the surroundi ng

wat er ?

Li -Jared was tal king, his voice reverberating oddly as he peered

up. "I think I see a boundary |ayer up there--"

The Karellian was tal king to Napol eon, the nmonkey-I| egged robot
fromTriton, who was now stretched up and | eani ng back at an odd
angl e, pointing his sensory-array overhead. Copernicus, |ikew se,
was whi pping his array back and forth, scanning everywhere. "Readings
are anbi guous, " Napol eon answered with a rasp. "But | believe

you are right. There appears to be an air-water interface above

us. However, | amunable to obtain spectrographic analysis.”

"Nappy," said Bandicut, "can you tell if there's a pressure differenti al
bet ween us and then®? Because if there is--"

"Uncertain, Captain.” The robot clicked quietly a few tines,

then said, "I amdetecting changes in the nmenbrane |ayer surroundi ng

us."

Bandi cut glanced at his friends in alarm "Do you nean the bubbl e's nmenbrane?"
Hym we nust be prepared for emergency evacuation," Ik

nmutt ered, gl anci ng around--wondering, no doubt, what any of

them coul d possibly do, if the bubble failed. Could they bolt straight
up, into that habitat? Not likely, if high-pressure water canme crushing
in.
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"Napol eon, is the bubble getting ready to break?" Bandi cut denanded.
"Uncertain," said the robot.

Bandi cut gl anced around anxi ously. There were now seven or

ei ght shadowy figures gathered around the bubble. By turns, they
pressed their faces to the bubble nmenbrane, peering in, their huge
eyes |like orbs of darkness. What were they waiting for? Wre they
hungry for alien blood, or just curious?

"No evidence of hostility yet," Ik said.

Li - Jared bonged suspi ci ously.

Antares stirred. "Actually, | do sense..." She hesitated for a nonent,

t hen swung her maned head around to gaze at her conpani ons.

"I do sense hostility--uuhhhl, suspicion. I amnot certain we are going to be
wel comed. "

"Well," Ik said, "it's likely we were sent here in order to neet

t hese people, or people like them Sonme provision must have been
made for us to be able to interact with them"

Bandi cut stared at him "N ce of whoever sent us to share that
information with us. Wat are we supposed to do, punch our way

out and swimfor it? Bye-bye, Napol eon and Copernicus. You two
can't survive inmersion at these pressures, can you?"

"Doubtful, Captain," said Copernicus.

Bwang. "Aren't there any damm controls on this damm thing?"

"I do not know," said Antares. "But | sense your distress, Li-Jared.
Pl ease--we have conme so far, and after defeating the boojum Let

us trust that there is a way. Please."

The el ectric-blue band across Li-Jared' s eyes pul sed.

| k spoke suddenly. "I believe we are pressurizing."

Bandi cut |istened, and heard a soft but grow ng sigh. He soon

felt the pressure on his ears and sinuses. Pinching his nostrils, he
bl ew gently to equalize. "Were's it comng fronP"

Li -Jared was swaying in obvious disconfort. "lIt's conming from

ever ywher e- -t hrough the bubbl e nmenbrane.”

Bandi cut held up a hand to the wall of the bubble. It was true;
there was a breeze of incomng air fromthe entire inner surface of
t he bubble. Pressure was building rapidly on his ears now. He

pi nched his nostrils again, blowing. "I hope it knows the right gas
m xture to use," he nuttered.

"/ The stones say the renornalization.

You can handle it, if you' re careful--and | ucky."/
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If I'"mcareful --?

"Uuhdl ululu/" A cry of pain fromAntares interrupted the

t hought. She was crouchi ng, holding her head in her hands.

Bandi cut knelt beside her. "Antares? Is it the pressure?" ,,y-y-y-y-y-y---
/Charliel Can our stones talk to her stones? See if they can hel p?/

"/How woul d | --hang on."/

Ik was on Antares' other side, touching her arm speaking softly.

Every' few seconds, his own face tightened, and he touched his forehead,
then rel axed.

"/ Ask her if it's better now "/

"Antares? Is it easing? Can you equalize pressure?”

Her eyes cl osed and opened again. "Y-yes. Wiatever it--was--ny

stones have--" She sighed. "Thank you, Bandi e John Bandi cut.

And | k."

"Hm " 1k said. He was al ready | ooking up, working on the next problem The
incoming air was starting to taper off. If the pressure

was nov,, equalized with the outside, was the bubble about to

sprout a door?

Bandi cut recalled an old joke about a screen door on a submari ne,

and shuddered. But what he saw was an opening on the bottom

of the habitat above them dilating like the pupil of an eye. The

bubbl e jostled slightly, pressing against the bottom of the habitat.

A soft gl ow was beginning to formaround him and around each

of he others. On an inpul se, he touched Copernicus, then

Napol eon. A glow formed around each of them too. "I think," he

said, "we're being encouraged to | eave the ship. Wwo's first?" "Hah," said
I k.

"Ch hell," said Li-Jared, hopping experinmentally up and down. "I'm probably
the only one' who can get up there." H's eyes were

i ke gol den, upright alnmonds, with a slash of electric blue across

the centers. "Everyone ready?"

Wthout waiting for an answer, he sprang up and reached through the top of the
st ar-spanner bubbl e, and caught his hands

on the lip of the habitat opening. "Cck," he said. "I think it's going

to let me through."” The glow from his hands was radi ati ng outward

t hrough the bubbl e nmenbrane. He | evered hinself up, headfirst,

into the opening in the bottomof the habitat. A nmonent |ater, he

di sappeared through the bubbl e nenbrane, and was surrounded

by several shadowy figures, who pulled himout of sight.
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"Li-Jared? Are you all right?" Ik called.

At first there was no answer. Then Li-Jared' s head becane visible
agai n, above the bubbl e nmenbrane, which was otherw se

undi sturbed. If he spoke, his voice was inaudible.

"Hm " 1k hefted something in his hand. H's rope. He tossed

the coil upward, holding one end. The other end flickered through

the top of the bubble and di sappeared. The sea creatures drew back
startled. A nonent |ater, Li-Jared reappeared, holding the rope and
apparently making it fast to sonething above. Ik turned to the others.
"Wul d anyone like to go next?"

Bandi cut squinted. "Do you think we should take the robots?"

"If they stay here, what will they do?" |k asked.

Good question, Bandicut thought. They might be in | ess danger

above. Who knew what was going to happen to this bubble? Wuld

it finally pop, and that would be the end of it? Wre they going to
live out their (possibly short) lives at the bottomof this alien sea?
"All right, let's take them" he said. "Wiy don't | go last, and help
t hem up?"

I k's eyes sparkled. "Lady Antares, would you care to wait while

| investigate with Li-Jared?"

Ant ares nmade a hi ssy | aughi ng sound. Bandicut did not think

that it represented anmusenent. "Be nmy guest, if you want to go

next," she said. "But don't think I won't be right behind."

I k made a soft clicking sound, which was anmusenent. He tugged

on the rope, then sinply held on as it contracted upward, lifting

hi mthrough the top of the bubble and out of sight. The rope reappeared,

foll owed by his head, upside down. "Cone on up," he said,

t hen di sappeared agai n.

Ant ares gl anced at Bandicut. "You will follow, with then?" she
asked, indicating the robots.

"We'| | be on your heels.”

"Saf e passage, Lady Antares," said Copernicus. "W'll rejoin you

as soon as possible.™

Ant ares di pped her head, and began to clinb the rope.

"Just hang on," Bandicut said. "Let the rope do the work."

She glided up and through the bubbl e nenbrane.

Bandi cut wrapped the rope across Copernicus's back and gave

it atug. The rope contracted and pulled himup out of sight. For a

m nute or two, nothing happened; the rope did not reappear. Then

it did--with Copernicus still attached. He settled back onto the floor
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of the bubble. "It would seem Captain,” he reported, "that they do
not wish me present at this time. | would guess that the sane applies
to Napol eon. "

"Why not?" Bandi cut said sharply.
"Unknown, Captain."

Bandi cut thought a noment. "All right, you stay here. And watch
nmy backpack, okay? But if anything happens, | want you to give a
yell--a |l oud one. Napol eon, you think you could junmp up through
that opening if you had to?"

Napol eon flexed his knees slightly. "I think so."

"Ckay. | hope you'll be all right here." Bandicut touched a hand
to each robot. Then he grabbed the rope and rose, spiraling slowy.



FI RST NTACT

BANDI CUT FELT A collar of water swirling around him-not
quite touching him because of the protective field of the

transl ator-stone. Then his head popped out of the water

and he found hinself floating in a circular basin in an air-filled
chanmber. |k reached out to help himclinb onto the dry fl oor

He gasped, as water rolled off the forcefield in rivulets; then he felt
the forcefield di sappear as he stood, chilly but dry, to one side of

t he entryway.

He blinked, | ooking around. To his surprise, he had not stepped

out of a well, with sides, as he would have expected in an underwater
habi tat, but rather out of a round grey patch in the m ddl e of

a smooth floor. Aside fromthe floor, the chanber appeared spheroi dal
flattened a bit in the vertical dinmension, with faintly gl ow ng
wal I s. The air was noist and cool, and it bore the tang of salt and
seaweed, and it was perfectly breathabl e--except that he was quite
suddenly holding his breath. He and his friends were surrounded

by half a dozen crouching bl ack sea nonsters--not quite as |arge

as he was, but with oversized eyes in their glistening, vaguely newt-Iike
heads. Some of their hands and feet seenmed webbed, and others

didn't. They all wore sinple harnesses, with knives and ot her

tools attached. Bandicut tried not to stare. He extended an open
pal m "Uh--hello," he croaked.

A murmur rippled through the assenbly of sea creatures, and
they seenmed to draw cl oser together

Bandi cut pulled his hand back. Ik nmuttered, just audibly, "They
may have taken that gesture as a threat."
"They're definitely afraid of us,"” murnmured Antares. "That's why
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t hey sent Copernicus back. | think they were afraid he was a
weapon. "

Bandi cut grunted. /Now what ?/ he wonder ed.

"/ CGo slow "/

suggested Charlie.

[/ That much | knew. /

The sea creatures were hissing anong t hensel ves now, and

one of them suddenly noved forward, past Bandicut, and junped

into the entryway. The creature sank through the floor and vani shed
into the water. The others stared at the visitors, w thout

speaki ng.

Bandi cut wondered if they had just sent sonmeone to get a |eader

He rai sed his eyes to ook at the chamber walls. @ owing with a pale
greenish light, they | ooked to be nade of some flexible materi al

pl asticlike and yet organic--1like sonme tough, translucent seaweed.

O a material inspired by seaweed. "You guys get the feeling this

pl ace is made of plant material ?* he nurnured. "It al nost seens alive."
"Hm " 1k said softly. "I had a sinilar inpression." As he spoke,
the sea creatures stirred, and Ik raised his hands to what | ooked
like a prayerful position, palmnms together with fingers spread, pointing
upward. "We come froma far place," he said slowmy. "W nean

you no harm W would [ike to speak with you." He gradually

turned as he spoke, facing first one creature, then the next. It was
clear they did not understand a word, but he obviously hoped that
hi s voi ce-stones woul d transl ate.

They m ght have been trying. Sonething was happeni ng, because

the sea creatures were starting to becone agitated. |k drew

hinsel f up taut, then spread his hands, trying to calmthe sea people.
"Ik, wait--that's not--" Antares began

It was too |ate. Whatever |k and the stones were trying to do, it
was backfiring. The creatures noved in sudden concert. Bandi cut

felt a quick, strong grip on his shoulder, pulling himback onto a
ki nd of bench seat. Before he could even focus on the webbed hand
that was gripping him he felt |oops of rope drop around his chest
and cinch tight, pinning his arns to his sides. "Uh--" he grunted,
and strained futilely at the bonds.

Each of his conpani ons was caught, as well, and bound with

what | ooked like Iong, tough strands of an undersea vine. Behind

I k, one of the glistening creatures made a reedy squawki ng sound,
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whi ch was answered by the others. A chuckling sound rose in

Antares' throat, and it was not a sound of pleasure. Li-Jared was
twangi ng oni nously.

Ik, on the other hand, was silent--and nearly notionless. He

appeared to be testing the vines for strength. Bandi cut wondered

what he was thinking. Ik had probably the cal mest disposition of
anyone in the conmpany, and if |k got upset you knew it was tine

for action.

But the best course of action right now was undoubtedly to remain
calm

"/ Agr eed.

What el se can you do, anyway?"/

/1 don't know, but if the translator-stones have any ideas, |

woul d appreci ate hearing them/Bandi cut blinked sweat fromhis

eyes. Strange to be sweating in this chilly air. He studied his captors,
and found them studying him /1 seemto renenber those

stones putting on a pretty good display of power once, when I

needed it./It seenmed a long time ago, but wasn't really, since he

had fled Triton and Neptune--and ultimately the solar system-in

a stol en spacecraft. The black stone in his left wist had used hol ograns
or forcefields or sone goddamm thing to make himl ook |ike
aterrifying alien, terrifying enough to scare the captain of Neptune
Expl orer off her ship. He wondered if they m ght want to do sonething
i ke that now.

"/Where would you go, if you got away?"/

asked the quarx.

"/What woul d you do?"/

Bandi cut was silent a nonent./Yeah,/he said.

One of the sea creatures was circling behind the nmenbers of

t he conpany now, exani ning each one of them Bandicut took a

good | ook at the creature in return. It was nore humanoi d than he

had realized at first. Its oversized eyes and the general newli ke appearance
of its head had distracted himfromthe rest of its body.

But it had a nmouth about where he mi ght have expected, and it

had nostrils, plus an array of what |ooked like gills on its neck. It
was obvious that the things were anphibious. This bothered him

for reasons he couldn't identify. Did he have sonme deep-seated aversion to
frogs? O was it the quarx's response, |eaking through

into his own enotions? Charlie-One had had quite a xenophobic
streak..."
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"/And you're so dam perfect-- 2"/

Bef ore Bandi cut could respond, there was a ripple in the center

of the floor, and the head of another of the sea bei ngs popped

up out of the water. The creature clinbed with quick grace into the
chanmber, and spoke with short nmutters and hisses to the others of
its kind, while inspecting the captives. It wore a sonewhat nore

el abor at e-1 ooki ng harness than the ot hers.

A | eader? Bandi cut wondered. He exchanged cautious gl ances

with his friends. Ik was calm but Ik was always calm Li-Jared,

on the other hand, was barely able to contain his frustration and
rage. The new arrival seenmed to sense that; its gaze lingered a little
| onger on the Karellian. Antares' eyes flickered, watching Li-Jared,
then neeting Bandicut's gaze. She nmade a small gesture

wtih her closed right hand, which he did not know how to interpret.
The apparent | eader saw the gesture, as well. He raised a

hal f - webbed hand, and pointed at Antares, then Li-Jared. "Sequee-awww "

called, in a shrill bark. Three of the other

creatures responded at once, and noved to separate Antares and
Li-Jared fromtheir friends

"Wait!" Bandicut protested. "W didn't nean anything. What are

you doi ng?"

" Skaaawwww/ " cried the creature.

Bandi cut felt a sudden backward jerk as the creature behind him
yanked on the rope. He had to fight for a noment to keep his bal ance
on the bench. The creature behind himmde a warbling

sound, probably of anger. Had they interpreted Antares' gesture as
a threatening nove?

"John Bandi cut, | recommend silence, for the nonment," |k said.
"Until we can--"

lk's words were cut off by a yank on the rope binding him

Bandi cut scow ed, but did not nove, as Li-Jared and Antares

were pushed toward the exit spot. Through the translucent floor of
the habitat, he could see the faint shadow of the star-spanner bubble
bei ng moved to one side. He tensed, thinking about Napol eon

and Coper ni cus.

Bwong. "What are these devils doing?" nuttered Li-Jared. He was
bendi ng as far forward as the sea creature hol di ng hi mwoul d
al l ow, peering down through the exit spot.

To Bandicut, what it |ooked |ike they were doing was prepar-

he
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Ing to push Li-Jared and Antares out of the habitat. He flashed on

i mges of terrorists summarily killing hostages, and he strained involuntarily
at the ropes./If they start to push themout of the habitat,

| want those stones ready to nove fast. Can they nmake ne | ook

i ntimdating agai n?/

"/l have no idea

Hey, wait a minute--I|ook."/

Bandi cut squi nted. Anot her shadow was noving into place

under the habitat. There was a low runble, a thunp, and a soft hiss.

The floor at the exit point turned to a shadowy circle, and then

seened to open--to reveal nothing nuch but shadow.

"Skeeekaww. "The | eader of the sea creatures spoke, and gestured

sharply. Li-Jared was shoved forward; he stepped awkwardly,

and as he was about to fall, grabbed the edge of the hole and | owered
hinsel f indignantly into the well. Antares was pushed after him

One of the sea creatures quickly followed.

"Li-Jared! Antares!" Bandi cut shouted, heedl ess of the ropes cutting

into his shoulders. "Are you all right?"

He heard sone nuffled cursing--and realized that he had heard

no splash of water. Then the Karellian's voice twanged, "There's air

here. Not nuch light. Seems to be sone kind of submarine.™

Antares called, "W are unhar--"

And the openi ng vani shed, cutting off the sound of her voice.

The floor was solid again, with only a grey patch where the opening

had been.

"Hey!" Bandi cut protested to the sea creatures. "Wy can't you

let us talk to thenP"

' 7t kka whadeddekka." The | eader spoke sharply, and Ik and

Bandi cut were pulled apart from each other, none too gently.

Bandi cut glared at the leader. He felt a vibration under his feet,

and | ooked down to see the shadow of the vessel holding Li-Jared

and Antares drop away fromthe habitat, glide forward, and di sappear.

He | ooked back up at Ik, feeling his own nouth tighten with

anger. Anger and determination. But what was he determined to

do? Hs friends were gone, and he was trapped at the bottom of an

alien sea.
"Be patient,’
view "
The I ong view, he thought sardonically. Even Ik didn't sound
all that convinced this tine.

I k counsel ed, eyes glittering. "Remenmber the |ong
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/What the hell are we supposed to do now?/ he thought, staring in
silence at the sea creatures:

"/\Well, my assunption would be

that these fish-people are as suspicious of you

as you are of them"/

/ No doubt. So what do we do about it?/ As he spoke to the

quarx, he felt a powerful desire to rub his wists, which was difficult
to do with his arnms bound to his sides. H s transl ator-stones

were itching fiercely, deep in his wists. Wre they working to crack
the aliens' |anguage? It seened an inpossible task wi thout meani ngful
poi nts of reference.

The sea creatures were speaking to each other in soft staccato

hi sses, their large eyes seenming to revolve |ike wagon wheel s as
they peered at |1k and Bandicut--surely an illusion. Four of them
remai ned in the habitat.

Morments later his wists weren't just itching, but burning. The
desire to rub them was al nost overpowering. He felt dizzy, his

t hought s beginning to blur. If he and Ik could break free, could the
two of them overpower their captors? Wuld they want to? They

didn't want to be seen as enemes. They had to |l et the sea creatures
know t hat .

I k had been flexing his arnms slightly, but gave no indication he

i ntended to do anything. "Ilk," Bandicut nurnured, "are your stones -.. getting
any handl e on their |anguage?"

Ik spoke with difficulty. "I sense the voice-stones are worKking

hard. | do not know what they are |earning."

"Me neither. My stones are--"

Hs words were interrupted as two of the sea creatures gripped

his arms and lifted himabruptly to his feet. He was startled when

t hey | oosened the rope around his arns and chest. "Uhh, that's bet--ukkhh--"
He choked as they pulled one of the | oops tight again--around

his neck. It was tight enough to hurt, and to make the threat

clear. He stood stock-still, breathing with a soft rasp, as they lifted
his arms and began prodding at his body and pulling on his junp-suit.

"/ They' re exam ning you."/

/ Yah. These guys'd nake great proctologists./

When they finished patting himdown, the | eader of the sea creatures
stood in front of him peering into his face. Its gaze seened
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al nost cross-eyed, as though focused on a point in front of Bandi-cut.
It spoke to its conpanions--or possibly to Bandicut--in a guttura
hiss. Bandicut returned its stare, trying to nenorize its face so

that he could recognize this individual again. He studied the horizontal
lines in the surface of its glistening ebony face, running from

the mouth and flat nostrils back toward what he assuned were gil
structures on the sides of the neck. If it had ears, he couldn't see

t hem

It spoke suddenly. "Shwaaa-karee-h-h."

Bandi cut felt a sudden shooting pain in his wists, which the

creature was holding in its sharp-fingered hands. For an instant he

t hought that the creature was causing the pain; then he realized

what it was.

"/Whoa--hold tight""

He wi nced at a flash of light on each wist, and a flaring that

was not a pain exactly but nore |like an explosion waiting to hap-
pen--a powerful sneeze--an ejacul ation-

*Replication conplete.*

And with that report fromthe translator-stones, a fiery spark

bl azed up out of each wist. Bandicut felt a strange sense of relief,
and of tinme being distorted and twi sted. The sparks ball ooned to

the size of soccer balls--and floated, pulsing with light, one di anond
and one dark snoky red, through the air toward the sea

creature. It seemed to take seconds, but rmust have happened in an
eyeblink. The balls of light rippled around the creature's head, then
shrank back to sparks and vani shed into each side of its head. The
timefiow distortion vani shed, too--as the creature squawked in

al arm dropped Bandicut's wists, and clapped its webbed hands to

its head. A noment later, the creature collapsed to the floor, quivering.
Bandi cut was stunned. Before he could react, the noose around

hi s neck was yanked tight and he was pull ed over backward.

"Stop!" he choked. "Sro-o0-o0-p!" He clawed at the rope. "It's--" His
voice cut off with a wheeze. /Charlie--can't the stones do sonethi ng--?/
"/ That took everything they had.

They're still recovering--"/

"Rakhh!" Ik was suddenly towering above him ropes stretching

around his arnms. The sea creature behind Ik was struggling to

pul I the Hraachee'an back
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"Shakka/" cried the |eader, rolling into a crouch on the floor. "Shakka/" It
had st opped shaki ng and was blinking its enornous

eyes. "You nust.., stop/Let.., himgo/"

Bandi cut heard a hiss, which matched his own astoni shnment.

The rope around his neck | oosened, and he drew in a ragged

breath. He pulled the rope away from his w ndpi pe, and got back

to his feet and crouched down in front of the sea creatures' |eader
"You- - under st and now -?" he gasped.

The being rubbed the sides of his head, where the two tiny
sparks were just visible, glittering beneath the skin. "Under
stand?" he hissed--and Bandi cut sonehow sensed, through his
translators, that the being was indeed a he. "No--understand, no.
He rose, together with Bandicut, each of them peering into the

other's eyes. "But--your words, yes. |--what has happened? How

do |--?"

Bandi cut swallowed. "I--it's hard to explain, I--didn't do it nyself,
really.” And he closed his eyes, thinking. /Wat did happen?

Did the stones reproduce? | still have my own, right?/ He realized

he was rubbing his wists, and now he | ooked down and saw t hat

yes, indeed, he still had his own stones.

"/ They reproduced, yes.

R took quite a bit out of &m too."/

"What ... have you done to me?" the sea creature repeated,

nmore forcefully. "Wo are you?"

Bandi cut struggled to answer. How could he possibly explain

the transl ator-stones? How could he explain that a mechani smfrom
beyond the stars was enabling each of themto hear the other's
words in his own | anguage?

"John Bandicut!" Ik cried, interrupting. "Are you all right?" Ik was
| ooking fromBandi cut to the sea creature in astoni shrment.

"Yah," Bandi cut said. "And yes--you just saw ny stones dividing.'
He took a breath and shook his head, then spoke to the sea

being. "I am... we have ... conme here fromanother world." He
gestured helplessly toward the ceiling of the habitat. "You can hear
my words ... because of the translator-stones." He touched the
spots on his wists where his stones glimered, then gestured to
the being. "I hope they have not hurt you."

The creature rubbed the side of his head with hands that | ooked

as if they were made of black rubber. "I do not.., know. | do not

think so." Pausing, he | ooked at his fingertips, as if he nmight have
some trace to inspect. Suddenly his gaze turned inward, as if he
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were listening to sonmething inside his head. Two of his conpanions
started to nove toward him he raised a hand to stop them

H s eyes focused again on Bandicut. "Stones of thought ... and

word. They are speaking to ne! What are they going to do to ne?

What is their purpose?”

Bandi cut swal | owed, renenbering clearly how he had felt when

the quarx had first appeared, projecting its words silently into his
mnd. It had been a bewildering and terrifying experience. "Their
purpose," he said, "is to assist you. Not to harmyou; they will not
harm you. They are not.., well, | do not know what they are, exactly.
But they can help you to conmmuni cat e--and perhaps assi st

you in other ways." Bandi cut gl anced around at the other sea creatures,
who were paci ng suspiciously. "May | ask--your nanme? What

| should call you?"

The being hesitated, then answered. "I amcalled L' Kell. And by
what are you call ed?"
"I am John Bandicut. | ama Human." Bandi cut gestured to his

conpanion. "My friend is k. He is a Hraachee' an. Qur other friends,
whom you took away, are Antares and Li-Jared." He hoped for sone
reaction to the nention of the others, but L' Kell's expression remained
unchanged. Drawi ng a breath, Bandicut continued. "W

cane from beyond your sky. Do you know the sky? Above the

wat er ?" He gestured upward, wondering if these people knew anyt hi ng
at all about the world above the ocean

L' Kell took a step backward, drawi ng hinmself into a crouch. It

| ooked like a fighting posture, hands raised with sharp-nailed fingers
curved outward. "From-" graaspaak "--above? Fromthe |and?"

He nuttered sonething guttural, which the stones did not catch

"Not the |and--no!" Bandicut said hastily, wondering what bad
associ ati on he had just triggered. "From above the sky. "He gestured
expansi vel y upward. "From beyond your sun."

L' Kell was silent a nmonent, absorbing Bandicut's words. "From
beyond- - our sun--?"

"It is hard..." Bandicut thought, struggling to think how to explain.
"May | ask--do you live just beneath the sea? Do you know

the air?"

"Why are you here?" L'Kell demanded, ignoring the question

He blinked. Wiy am | here?/ Wy am | here?/

"/ The question has occurred to ne, also."/

Bandi cut shook his head./Does any of us have even the slightest

i dea? 1k?/He answered the creature finally, "I'mnot sure. But it
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is not.., our idea. W do not know why we are here." He cleared
his throat. "However, if there is sonmething we can do... to hel p?"
He gl anced at |k and shrugged.

L'Kell's eyes shifted to Ik, then to his fell ow sea creatures. Then
back to Bandicut. "I tell you this--you will not be permtted to endanger
us. However, if you are innocent visitors, we may speak. |

have questions | would like to ask you. But our |eader will have
ma: questions.”

Bandi cut breathed a little easier. "W can hardly ask any nore.

W certainly do not wish to endanger or harm anyone." He spoke

slowy, pausing to judge whether his words were understood. The
transl at or-stones were doing well, but he feared m sinterpretation
L'Kell"s gill openings seermed to pul se, and the creature stroked at

t he spot where one of the stones had | odged. "I know that our arrival

must have been very confusing,” Bandi cut added. "And the

stones', as well. The stones ... perhaps it will help you to understand--"

"Yes?" hissed the creature.

"--if | say that they are not of me, not part of nmy own body--and
yet they work with ne, and | am-" he hesitated "--gratefu
for their help."

L' Kel | stroked again at the stones on either side of his head. It
was a gesture that was famliar to Bandicut; he had seen Ik do nuch
the sane thing, on many occasions. But it was startling to see the
gesture fromso different a creature

"May | ask," Ik interjected, with a glance at Bandicut that indicated
that he understood at |east sone of the conversation, "if it is
not too inpolit$--by what nane may we call your people?"

L' Kell was startled by Ik's sudden entry into the conversation

He seened to understand Ik's words, with perhaps a bit nmore difficulty.
But then, they were Bandicut's stones, and the stones knew

I k's speech. L' Kell seenmed to contenplate the question, then said,

"W are the--" graaa "--people of the sea, the seafolk." And he
pronounced a word that sounded through the transl ator-stone |ike

... Neri."

Bandi cut blinked, aware that his stones had searched through
his own nenories for some associative word. "Neri," he echoed.
Ner ei ds? From nyt hol ogy?

"And the Neri," continued L'Kell, "will want to know why you
are here, bow you have come here, and what you want of us."
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"Yes," Bandicut murrmured in reply. He wondered if L'Kell had

even a glinmmering of an understanding of his statenent that they

had come from another worl d--through space, and not just space,

but from beyond the stars. Did the Neri even know what stars were?

It would be pointless to try to explain their flight here from Ship-world,
an enornous artificial world orbiting outside the gal axy. He

scarcely believed it hinself.

"Hrahh," said |k, rubbing his own voice-stones in his tenples.
"For now, we want only to live.., and to | earn about you. Perhaps
when we know each other, we will understand why we are here--and
what it is that you need fromus."

L' Kell stared at the Hraachee'an for several |ong nonments. He
seened to have understood the words--and they nust have
sounded as if they had cone froma madman, or a visiting god:
"--what it is that you need fromus."

Bandi cut was taken aback, too. Wiy had Ik said that--as if

he were expecting these people to need something fromthem

Shi pwor |l d had needed sonething fromthem wi thout ever quite
getting around to expl ai ni ng what or why. They had had to di scover
it for thenselves, and risk their lives for it. Was that going

to happen again here? Did |k know sonet hing he hadn't nentioned?

"How woul d you know," L'Kell said carefully, "what ny people
need? And why would we need it from you?"

"I don't," said Ik. "I don't know But there nust be need."
He gl anced at Bandi cut. "Wy el se would Shi pworl d have sent
us here? It nmust have been a trenendous expenditure of resources."

Bandi cut coul d not think of an answer.

Al the other Neri were watching themclosely. They clearly had

no i dea what was being said. L'Kell turned and spoke for a noment

with his fellows. Their conversation was raspy, noisy, and seeningly
heat ed. Bandi cut couldn't understand a word. Apparently the

stones translated only when the Neri was actual ly addressi ng Bandi - cut
or |l k--perhaps as a courtesy to their new host. \Wen L'Kel

| ooked back at |k and Bandi cut, his black, rubbery hands were

cl enchi ng and uncl enching, his great dark eyes inscrutable. "They

are right. W nust take you to Askel anda. Are you sw nmers?

Wat er breat hers?"

Bandi cut gul ped. "Uh--no." The thought of plunging into that
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wat ery darkness nmade hi m shudder, not from fear of drowning so

much as cl austrophobi a.

L' Kel | gestured to one of the Neri. The Neri made a clicking

sound, touched the exit spot on the floor, and when the circle turned
shadowy, slipped down the well and away into the water

"We will provide transport," L'Kell said.

"Thank you," said IKk.

L' Kell's eyes gl eaned, as though he were trying to judge the tone

of 1k's polite remark

A moment | ater, Bandi cut becane aware of a shadow novi ng

under the habitat. He felt a bunp, and heard a soft whoosh. The

exit darkened again, and a Neri clinbed up, the sane one who had

j ust di sappear ed.

L' Kell rasped out a conmand, and Bandi cut was nudged toward

t he opening. He peered down into the well and saw an air space,

in gloombut not total darkness. They were to be taken away as
Antares and Li-Jared had been. "Before we go," he said to L' Kell
"can you please tell ne--are our friends safe? Wiere are they?"
"They are safe,"” said L'Kell. "Board now. "

Despite a harder nudge from behi nd, Bandi cut resisted. "What

about our vessel? It contains things we may need." Not | east of

whi ch were his robots.

"It will be kept safe, too," L' Kell said. This time, the Neri behind
Bandi cut poked him sharply enough to hurt, and with a gl ance at

Ik he clinbed over the edge of the opening and dropped, feetfirst,

i nto darkness.

It was cool but dry in the chanber. Bandicut felt a rounded fl oor
beneath him and rounded walls beside him After a nmonent, his

eyes adapted well enough to discern the visual contours of the
little chanber. It was indeed a snall subnarine. He crowded to

one side to nmake roomfor k. "Hm" his friend muttered, |anding
besi de himand folding hinmself with sone difficulty into the

space.

A few seconds later, a pair of black feet and | egs appeared between
them practically invisible in the gloom One of the Neri

dropped into the chanber. It was L'Kell. As Bandicut tried to make
room he banged his el bow against the wall. It echoed with a netallic
bong.

"Metal s technol ogy,"

he murnmured to I|k.
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"Yes," answered lk. "A submarine.”

"What did you think?" asked L'Kell, crouching between them

"We didn't know what to think. W really know nothing at al

of your world," Bandicut said. He glanced up as another Neri
dropped down and crouched in the back of the sub

"Perhaps,” said L' Kell, "we can show you a bit on our way in."

L' Kell stretched out in a prone position, his head toward the nose
of the submarine. Bandicut and Ik followed his exanple, which

was not easy in the confines of the little vessel. There was barely
roomfor three to lie side-by-side, Ik on the far left, and Bandi cut
inthe mddle, with the second Neri remining crouched in back

The sub's nose was a cl ear wi ndow, through which they peered
directly out into the sea. Wiat light there was in the cabin cane
nostly froma small array of instruments and controls just bel ow
the w ndow.

"May | ask," Ik said, peering past Bandicut, "where do you
make such things as this submarine? Surely you do not make them
down here under the sea, do you?"

That drew an indeci pherable | ook fromL'Kel1.

I k continued, "Do you have your factories above--on the surface
of the water? O on | and?"

Bandi cut sensed a reaction of displeasure fromthe Neri. "That,"

said L' Kell, touching the curved control panel, "is something | wll

not discuss now." A series of new lights cane on near his fingers,

as he peered forward out the wi ndow, preparing to pilot the sub

In the close quarters here, the air seemed staler and full of a mxture
of metallic tang and organic, alnost fishy smell--perhaps the

snell of the Neri. L'Kell caught Bandicut's eye for a tense nonent,

as though to say, Do not ask too much, yet. W are not certain we

are not enemea; you and |

Bandi cut nodded slightly and | ooked out the wi ndow. The underside
of the habitat still | oomed over them Some |ight gl owed

into the water fromthe habitat, some froma headlight on the sub
bel ow hi s view Bandi cut watched several shadowy swi mMmers nove

in and out of the region of illumnation

L' Kell called back toward the hatch. He was answered by a soft
jolt and a slight change in air pressure. The hatch was cl osed.
L' Kel | touched his panel, and with a soft vibration, the sub stirred
into notion--first sinking away fromthe habitat, then driving
forward. /Mdtors,/ Bandicut thought. /Quiet notors. Magnetohy-
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drodynam c, maybe? No novi ng parts? How do you suppose they

power then?/

For a monent there was silence in his head. Then

"/l don't know.

But I do know that this whole dam pl ace

gives nme the willies."/

/ Huh? You're the one who's supposed to be used to all these

surprises./

"/ Your other Charlies maybe.

Not me, guy."/

/ But you said--/Bandi cut swallowed, trying to remenber what

t he quarx had said, back on Shipworld, not long after coming to

life followi ng the death of Charlie-Three./You said you thought it

was your destiny, or sonmething like that, to go where the star-spanner
wanted you to go. Didn't you say that?/

"/ 1f | did, that was

before I knew | was going to be

on the bottom of some ocean

on some godforsaken alien world."/ /Mn/Bandicut couldn't disagree with the
senti nment.

"/ 1 hate water, dam it.
/You hate it? You mean you're afraid of it?/ Now, that was an
unnervi ng thought; he had come to count on the quarx for quite a
| ot of assistance and support.

"/Fuck you. Yes, I'mafraid of it.
| didn't ask to be."/
/Look, I'msorry, | didn't mean--/

"/ Yes, you did.

The last thing you want is sonme di ckhead

for a sidekick who's nore afraid

than you are."/

Bandi cut wi nced and didn't answer. He couldn't. It was true.

Si ghing softly, he peered out the nose wi ndow and tried to see
where they were going. Sonme distance away, and a little deeper

he saw a rmuch larger cluster of glow ng bubbles. Was that the rea
undersea city? Probably they'd been held tenporarily in sonme sort
of outpost, by what ampunted to a perinmeter guard. Beyond those
bubbl es, he thought he saw the dark contour of a sloping seafioor
So they really were at the bottom of the ocean. He wondered if this
worl d had continental shelves, like Earth. If so, they were proba-
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bly beyond the shall ow continental shelf waters, on the descendi ng
bat hyal sl ope, headed for the abyss. He gl anced and saw |k

peering just as intently. He wondered what the Hraachee' an

t hought. Was this just a new adventure to hin? Did he al ready have
some inkling of their purpose here? Was he scared?

There was sonething out there on the slope besides the habitats,

t hough--just com ng into view as they approached the outer

city. It looked like reefs, illumnated by artificial lights, nestled into
t he dark, rocky slopes. Ik heard Bandicut's indrawn breath, saw

what he was | ooking at, and remarked, "Artificial habitat for sea life?
For food, perhaps?"

L' Kell noted their interest and steered in a slow arc past the reef

area, which was framed on the open side by spheroidal and tubul ar
habitats. The reef was swarming with animals that | ooked surprisingly
like Earthly fish. There were long, silver creatures that

nmoved in quick, gliding bursts; and Bandi cut saw occasi onal fl ashes

of bright yellow, crinmson, and iridescent blues and greens as other

fish swaminto the brightest areas of lighting. There were other

t hi ngs besides fish, too: rounded, jetting creatures and floating jellies
that | ooked |ike flying saucers.

"The reef growth is natural, but transplanted,” L' Kell said. "Most

of this marine life, including the reef itself, would not survive at this
depth if we did not bring |ight and favorable currents to the area."

As they glided past, Bandicut could see a great many |ight sources
shining on the reef. He al so saw a nunber of Neri working near

the edge of the reef area, including several who appeared to be harvesting
some formof kelp. A few of the Neri were smaller, and were

weari ng translucent hoods and ungai nly backpacks. He pointed, and

was about to ask, when L'Kell said, "Qur young, learning to work

the reefs. Until their--" hssss "--gills mature, they nust wear breathing
appar at us. "

Scuba gear? Bandi cut thought in wondernent.

"May | ask," said Ik, "how deep do these waters go, if you follow
t he sl ope down?"

"How deep?" said L'Kell. "If you go past the dropoff to the
abyss, there is no bottom because of--"

d ang-g- g/ d ang- g- g/

L'Kell's words were interrupted by a sound like a distant bell

fromoutside the sub. L'Kell rasped out a sound that |left Bandicut's
stones buzzing in confusion, then spoke into sonething on the
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panel --a comm unit of sone kind. A voice spoke, in words Bandi - cut

couldn't understand, and L' Kell touched another control. The

sub accel erated downward toward the deeper habitats, with an

abruptness that |left Bandicut breathless. He had a feeling their visitor's
tour had just been cancel ed.



ASKEL ANDA

I "MAY WE ASK what is going on?" |k said quietly, as the smal
sub sped through the water

L' Kell ignored the question, as his hands worked the

control surfaces. It seened to Bandicut, as he watched the

Neri, that the controls were awkwardly designed for the Neri's

hands; nevertheless, L'Kell was a skilled pilot. He steered the vesse
on a breat htaking slal omcourse anong six or seven i mense,

| um nous habitats. Several tines, as they passed the gl owi ng walls,
Bandi cut caught glinpses of shadowy Neri inside the habitats, noving
close to the walls, and peering out.

He shivered. For a brief, hallucinatory monment, he felt as if he

were gliding through the skyline of an eerie, celestial city--or diving
into a virtual reality sim-or anywhere except in the perilous

depths of an alien sea. Then he glinpsed the | oom ng bl ackness of

t he sea-bottom sl ope beneath the habitats, and heard a distant runble
of venting air bubbles, and suddenly it all seened far too real

The sub dove beneath a large cluster of habitats and sl owed.

L' Kell pitched the nose up, and Bandi cut squinted as they rose toward
an oval, mirrored surface which fornmed the underside of one

of the structures. An air-water surface. There were two shadows in
the mrror that appeared to be docked vessels. L' Kell steered between
them The sub bobbed, then rocked slightly, as it breached

the surface. The top half of the nose wi ndow broke out of the water
and |ight poured in.

There was a whi sper of air around Bandi cut, and a popping in

his ears told himthat the cabin pressurization was increasing to
match the depth. L'Kell ran his fingers over the controls, and nost
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of the lights went out. Then he turned his head to stare at Bandi -cut
and k. "There has been a very bad incident--many Neri hurt.

When Askel anda neets you, he will want to know everything that

you know about it."

Bandi cut's voi ce caught. "W will speak honestly--but we know nothi ng of what
has happened on your world."

There was again that strange illusion that the Neri's eyes were

spinning. "I hope that is so. Now follow, and do not stray." Wthout

waiting for a reply, L'Kell drew hinself back into a crouch

gestured to the other Neri, then stretched up to open the hatch
overhead. A shaft of light shone into the sub. "This way," L'Kell said,
and clinbed out.

Bandi cut had to squirmaround to get into the hatch tunnel. The

hand and footholds felt awkward in his grip. Wen he energed and

| ooked around, squinting in the light of the subnersible hangar, he
realized that he was standing in a sort of conning tower or sail atop
the sub. For the first tine, he could see the hull of the vessel they
had ridden in. It was about five nmeters long, netallic grey, with curiously
fluted surfaces running along the hull and curling around

the tower. Two simlar craft floated nearby.

"Interesting," said Ik, poking his head out of the hatch beside him
"Cone," barked L'Kell, fromthe bow of the sub. Bandi cut

clinmbed awkwardly out of the tower and made his way al ong the

narrow topdeck of the sub toward the docking platform Four Neri
stood on a wal kway that ringed the open water, and it didn't take
long to notice that they were hol di ng pointed objects that |ooked

i ke spearguns. L'Kell stepped across the gap between the sub and

t he wal kway, and watched as Bandi cut hesitated. It wasn't a difficult
gap to junp across; what bothered himwas the feeling of stepping
over a glowing invitation to a bottom ess grave.

As he crossed, he thought he saw a flickering of slightly brighter
illumnation below, and felt a faint runmble through his feet.

The Neri guards stirred. "Geesb-kab!" one of them nuttered,

gl anci ng down. L'Kell answered in a nore subdued voi ce. Bandi-cut
could not understand the words, but the tone seened clear: suspicion
as the guards stared at Bandicut and lk... and unease. But

was the unease due to them or to the runbling from bel ow?

/1 wonder what they've done with Antares and Li-Jared and the robots,/
Bandi cut thought, following L' Kell into a tubelike passageway
that led fromthe submari ne hangar to another habitat bubble.
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"/Yes, well, I'mwondering

what this terrible incident was

that has themall so suspicious,"/

t he quarx said noodily.

"/ Do you suppose our arrival on the planet

had anything to do with it?"/

Bandi cut frowned at the thought. /1 hope not. Do the translators
know anyt hi ng about it?/

"/ They say they don't.

"' mnot sure whether | believe them"/

There was sonething in the quarx's voice that worried Bandi-cut.

Si nce when did Charlie doubt the word of the translators? This

i ncarnation was starting to seemlike a genuinely depressive personality,
contrary to his cavalier initial appearance./VWy don't you

beli eve them Charlie? |Is there something wong?/

"/ Sonet hi ng wr ong?

Are you ki ddi ng, Bandicut?

Everything i s wong.

Thi s whol e dammed thing is wong.

| can't imagine why we're here."/

Bandi cut absorbed the quarx's words in silence. Whatever else

he had to adapt to here, the newest quarx was going to be high on
the list.

A sharp command from one of the Neri made hi m nove a

little faster. They were craw i ng nore than wal ki ng now, up a sl opi ng
tube that was set at close to a forty-five-degree angle. The shoel ess
Neri, with the webbings retracted on their hands and feet, seened

to have little trouble negotiating the slope; but Bandicut, with his
bare hands and rubber-sol ed shoes, was finding it difficult. Ik hissed
and hrrned behind him apparently having some trouble, too.

The connecting tube finally cane to an end, and they stepped

out into a large chanber--a room-that for the first tine | ooked

i ke sonmething that people nmight actually live in. Its walls were
roughly spherical, but it was broken up by partitions into a variety
of open spaces and al coves, with overlooks and stairlike segnments,
and variously shaped pieces of furniture. After a nonment, he becane
aware of the voices--a choir of hissing, murmuring voices.

It was a choir w thout melody, though, alnost like a rainfall over

an irregular surface. Was it his inmagination, or were the voices taut
wi th urgency? Al through the chanber, Neri seemed to be noving
about, as though pacing.
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L'Kell led themto a spot overlooking the open center of the

room Neri all around were turning or |ooking up at them or peering
down from hi gher bal conies. Though he was unbound, he felt

like a prisoner in chains. "Here we will wait," said L'Kell.

They did not have to wait |ong. There was a sigh of air pressure
equal i zi ng from sonewhere, and an echoi ng gurgle of water

This seemed to cause a conmoti on anong the Neri, and Bandi cut

tensed. The Neri bel ow began moving toward the far side of the

room Bandicut instinctively | eaned over the bal cony and said,
"What's this?"

Ik turned to | ook cautiously over his shoulder. Three or four

spears were pointed at their backs. "I think," he said, in a droll tone,
"that it is time to stay put."”

Bandi cut grunted, and wondered what Charlie was thinking. But
fromthe quarx he heard only silence. doony silence./You there?/
More silence. And then:

"/ Yeah."/

kay, he thought. He focused back on the Neri, who were gathering
into sonething like a receiving line at an entrance. "L Kell,"

he murmured, "what is this--someone arriving? A |leader, or dignitary?
Everyone seems--" L'Kell |ooked at himsharply, wthout

speaki ng, and he fell silent.

A murmur rose, and two new Neri appeared at the edge of the

room wal ki ng through an opening in the crowd. At first Bandi cut

t hought they were the ones being greeted. Then he realized that

they were sinply leading the arrival. Behind them a Neri appeared
who was clearly injured, or very ill, or old. It wal ked bent over, with
an obvious linmp. When it finally | ooked up, he saw that its face was
covered with I esions and sores. It took a few steps into the room
then turned to | ook back

Behind it, two nore Neri were bearing a third on a litter. This

one was not noving. Was it dead? Bandi cut wondered. The voices

fell silent. Another litter appeared. This victimwas stirring, but only
weakly. Finally, a fourth appeared, |eaning on the armof an escort.
It appeared in a condition simlar to the first.

The greeting Neri closed ranks behind them as they noved toward

the center of the room Some of the Neri glanced up at the

alien visitors--or prisoners--with an intensity that nade Bandi cut
uneasy.

A taller Neri stepped out now from bel ow t he bal cony on which
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Bandi cut stood. The roomfell silent. The tall Neri, who wore something
around his neck that |ooked |ike a stole nade of collected

| eaves and shells, spoke to the new arrivals in a voice that was a
conbi nati on of whistle and bark. He stepped slowy anong them

touching each with a bony hand. Then he stepped back again, and

turned the other way. Bandicut finally got a |look at his face. H's
conpl exi on was a dusty charcoal grey, rather than bl ack. He appeared
very old. Was he the |eader?

A glance at L'Kell seened to confirmthat thought. L'Kel

nudged Bandicut and Ik to attention. "Askelanda!" L'Kell called. "I
have the--" hssss "--intruders here. Do you wi sh to question

t hen®?"

"Hockkk!" said Askel anda, raising one hand.

"This way," said L'Kell. Ik and Bandi cut foll owed himdown a
hal f-stair, half-ranp, and approached Askel anda. The tall Neri studied
themin silence, then nade a gesture to L'Kell, who did the

speaki ng. "Look before you at the | atest casualties of the--" hssss
"--deat h- - poi son--nadness from ashore. Look at them and answer
truthfully. Do you know what has caused this? Do you know

the people--" he sputtered that last word, as if it caused a bad taste
in his mouth "--who have caused this?"

Bandi cut started to open his mouth, then closed it. From where

he stood now, he could see little nore of the injured Neri--except

the pain on their faces. Even on their dark, alien faces, he could

see the pain. A Neri wearing a harness wi th nany pockets was novi ng

anong them |ooking closely at each in turn. A heal er? Bandi - cut
swal | owed, and gl anced into the dusty-seem ng eyes of Aske-I|anda,

and finally answered L'Kell. "I amsorry. | know nothing of

this. W have only just arrived in this place, in this sea, on this world.

W know not hi ng of what, or who, caused this."
L' Kel | spoke to the | eader

Askel anda turned and issued several brief orders. The injured
Neri were hel ped out of the room and Askel anda turned back to

L' Kel I, who translated. "These brave swi nmmers have been stricken
by an invisible blight--a blight fromthe | anders, who poi son even
abandoned wrecks. They will die soon, all of them unless Corono

finds a way to heal them" Askel anda gestured toward the Neri
Bandi cut had noticed nmovi ng anong the sick. Then he studied
Bandi cut and |k for a nonent, before continuing, through L'Kell.
"W would lIike to know about you. L'Kell has passed on strange
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reports. But know that if you are in any way responsible for the

si ckness that you have just seen, then you too will die."
L'Kell interrupted the |eader, and there were some words back
and forth before L'Kell continued the translation. "I do not nean

this as a threat but as a statement of fact, since you have said that
you cone from above the water, where this madness, this sickness
cones from" More words between them "It is possible that you

are innocent. |If you are, then help us." Askelanda fell silent and
wai t ed expectantly.

Bandi cut held out his hands in hel pl ess puzzlenent. As his

wists were monentarily exposed, a nurnur arose fromthe Neri
standi ng nearby. It was the stones, of course, tw nkling beneath his
skin. He wondered if they had noticed the stones yet in the side of
L' Kel | " s head.

As if hearing his thought, L'Kell spoke above the murmurs so

that the other Neri could hear him "Do you want to know how

can speak to, and understand, the intruders? This is how " He turned
his head, and a fold in the skin rippled, and the stone on that side

of his head flickered, visible just for a nonent. The other Neri hissed
and nuttered, nore loudly still when L'Kell pointed to Ik, and Ik
turned his head to expose his stones.

Askel anda whi stled for silence. Bandicut was aware of the sharp-tipped

spears still at his back. Askelanda took a step toward L'Kel

and spoke sharply. L'Kell dutifully translated, "Are you still L'Kell of
the Neri? Still yourself?." And with only a nonent's pause, L'Kell answered
the question. "I am Askelanda. | am unchanged--except

that | can speak with our guests.” And with pointed hand gestures,
he added, "These are John Bandi cut the Human, and |k the
Hr aachee' an. "

Askel anda murmured softly. He turned and spoke directly to

Bandi cut. H s words were an untranslated rasp
Bandi cut felt a sting in his wists.
*Rai se your wrists, toward L 7qell.*

/Un?/ He blinked at the sudden instruction fromhis stones. Then
he understood. He raised his hands, pal s out.

L' Kel | peered at him unconprehendi ng. He touched his own

stones for a noment, then stepped forward slowy. "I feel that we
should ... thought | do not understand ..." He took Bandicut's
wists in his hands and raised themto the sides of his head. His
eyes seened to | ose focus.

Bandi cut suppressed a shudder at the Neri's touch. L' Kell's skin
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felt dry and rubbery; there were folds and tucks al ong the fingers,
where the swi mer's webbi ng had drawn back out of the way.

Bandi cut's stones began to tingle al nost effervescently as L'Kel
drew themclose to his. Bandicut felt a flush of nervous energy as
somet hi ng passed out of him through him back into him /Wat

are we doi ng?/ he whi sper ed.

He expected the quarx to answer, but instead the nervous rush
peaked, causing himto shiver involuntarily. And then the stones
answer ed:

*Exchangi ng |inguistic information.*

The feelings ebbed away. He drew a slow, deep breath, and | owered

hi s hands. "Can you.., understand nme better now?" he asked
the Neri.
L' Kel | s huge, black eyes blinked. "I can hear you clearly. But

what just happened?"

Bandi cut closed his eyes, trying to capture the precise answer to
that question. He glinpsed a fleeting i mage of swirling cl ouds of
know edge, simlar to what he had seen in the inner world of the

ice caverns of Shipworld. He felt dizzy for a monent, and had to
open his eyes to remain standing. "I think... | have just been given
know edge of your |anguage, L'Kell. Your stones, which came from

m ne, have settled in--and have adapted, and | earned. And now t hey
have shared what they have | earned, at |east of your |anguage." He
touched his brow with one hand, still feeling some of the dizziness.
"This is extraordinary." The words were spoken flatly. He was

startled to realize that they were not L' Kell's words. They were Aske-|anda's.
Transl ated by his stones al one.

Bandi cut bowed. "Askel anda?" he said softly. "Do you understand

my words?" There was a reverberation around him as he

spoke, an echo following his words. Wre his transl ator-stones actually
translating his words, audibly, to the Neri? Usually it took two

sets of stones, communicating with each other. And yet, he re-called--a
lifetime ago, when he was seizing Neptune Explorer for

hi s comet-stopping journey--that the stones had turned his words

into an audi ble alien tongue.

"I't would seem so," said Askel anda, drawing hinmself a little

straighter. "Astonishing!"™ He turned to the other Neri, and fromthe
murmuring, it was clear that he was not al one in understanding the

human' s words. Bandi cut was startled to realize that he, in turn, understood
many of the expressions of surprise and suspicion around

hi m



46
* JEFFREY A. CARVER

Askel anda nmoved around himin a slow circle, studying him

"Who are you, really?" the Neri |eader asked.

Bandi cut touched his pal ms together in what he now knew to

be a Neri sign of respect. "I am John Bandi cut, Human, of the planet
Earth. It is exactly as L'Kell said." He glanced at 1k, and realized that
Ik was follow ng his words, but not necessarily Askelanda's. "M
conpanion is Ik, of the planet Hraachee'a. W are truly new arrivals
to your world, and know only what we have | earned here, from

your people. W w sh--"

"Then how, " interrupted Askelanda, "is it that with no know edge

of our people, you have the power to do this?" He gestured

to L'Kell. "Wat power do you have in these.., stones? The power

to make ny | eader your servant? Your slave?"

Bandi cut started to shake his head, saying, "No. No." Then he

sighed, realizing that he woul d have asked the sane question

"Askel anda," he said, trying hard to get the pronunciation of the

| eader's name right, "I do not control L'Kell in any way, or w sh to.
Thi s power--of words, of thought--is not even fromne, really,

but rather is--" and he hesitated, thinking, is a gift of... the Ship-

worl d Masters? and finally said "--a gift of the translator."

"And who," said Askel anda, "is the transl ator?"

"Well--" Bandicut swallowed; this was no time to tell the whole
story. "The translator is ... the machine that gave birth to these

stones." He rubbed his wists. "Daughter-stones, they are call ed,
daughters of the translator. W do not control each other, the stones

and I. But by agreenment, we often help each other."
Askel anda eyed himfor a nmonent, then stepped away, notioning
several of the Neri, including L'Kell, to walk with him Mboving

away from Bandi cut and Ik, they spoke in |ow voices for a
mnute. Finally they returned to face Bandi cut.

"These stones of yours--they are very powerful. Can they help
our dying friends?" Askel anda barked, his voice startlingly harsh.
"lI--1 don't know, " Bandicut said, taken aback. He half closed
his eyes and turn the question inward./Can we hel p then?/

There was no reply fromthe stones, and the quarx was slow in
answering. The first sound was a quarxi an sigh. Then

"/What am |, a miracle worker?"/

Bandi cut drew a neasured breath./Wll.., your predecessors

hel ped heal me of serious injuries, on two different occasions.
t hought there m ght be a way. For the stones, maybe./

"/l can ask."/



THE I NFINI TE SEA * 47

/But you know -/he hesitated, stung by the quarx's sullen response
/--it wasn't really the stones that did the healing. It was

you--the Charlies before you. | guess it took some know edge of
ny physiology ... [/
"/Well, | know nuts about Neri physi ol ogy.

So | guess the answer's no."/

Bandi cut exhal ed, nodding. To L'Kell and Askel anda, he said,

"I don't think so. Not w thout knowi ng nore, anyway. Perhaps if
we knew what happened to your friends--"

Askel anda silenced himw th a raised hand. "W have nuch to
learn, all of us. But there is no tinme;, we nust see to our people.
There may be time for your questions later." He turned to L' Kell
"Take themto the--" rrrzzz

The final word was too nuch for he translators. But Bandi cut

t hought he had a pretty good idea what it neant. "Have you ever
been in jail, 1k?" he murmured under his breath.

"Hrah," was all the Hraachee' an said.



DEEP- SE PRI SON

THEY WERE SEPARATED from L' Kell and escorted out of the
chanmber by three untal kative guards. The first guard | ed

| them across the roomwhile the others followed. They entered

a transparent access tube that stretched horizontally

toward another habitat. It felt as if they were wal ki ng underwat er,
surrounded by the deep-sea gl oom and the occasional novenent

of lights or fish. Bandicut glanced up, and could see no |ightening
of the ocean overhead. He suppressed a shudder, and wondered if

it was nighttime on this side of this world.

The next "habitat" turned out to be a gourd-shaped structure

whose primary purpose was apparently to be a juncture point

anong a nunber of other passageways. The guard | eadi ng t hem

touched a spot on the wall, and an entry' way opened to a narrower
tube that slanted downward and curved away to the right out of

sight. It was as steep and twisty as a child' s slide; there was no
way they could wal k, or even craw, down it w thout sliding out

of control. The guard pointed in. "Go!" he said, waving his spear-gun
Bandi cut | ooked at |k and shrugged. He sat carefully on the

threshold of the tube. It creaked as it flexed under his weight, a | ow
sound |ike a thunb rubbing tightly agai nst a bass drum head. He

took a deep breath. He pushed off and slid feetfirst, conpletely
inthe blind. He felt a whoosh of air., he hit the curve with a jar,
then the slope flattened out a bit. He sensed a barrier ahead, and

an instant later his feet hit it and popped through. It slipped up over
his body and his face, like nylon fabric whisking over his skin.

The pressure hit himin the ears, and he grunted, w ggling his
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jaw. He'd just gone down a slope, and thus a little deeper in the
sea. He was also flat on his back on the floor of a habitat only a
few neters across. There were lights around himin the darkness,
and he slowy realized that the bubble was transparent, and he was
| ooking out at the lights of the undersea city. He sat up, |ooking
around. Was |k com ng?

Behind him on the curved wall, a translucent pressure seal

mar ked the attachnment point of the tube. He could see the outside
of the tube through the wall, curving upward and away. He al so
saw a shadow noving fast through the tube. He jumped out of the
way--and |k burst through the translucent seal and | anded on the
fl oor beside him

"Ik, are you okay?"
The Hraachee'an didn't answer for a noment. \Wen he sat up

he murnmured, "Hrah, look at that. It would seemthat we are to be
i mprisoned in a--" rasp "--fish bow . Eh?"

Bandi cut grunted. He | ooked up to see if anyone was foll ow

ing theminto the bubble. Wat he saw made himcurse. A ripple
passed across the pressure-seal nenbrane, and the tube pulled free
of the bubble. It drew upward and away fromtheir prison cell.
"Well, | guess we can forget about escaping."”

"Urr?" Ik followed the direction of Bandicut's gaze. "Urr."
Getting to their feet, they started exanm ning the bubble, top to
bottom They were conpletely isolated. The bubble was tethered
beneath the floor by a cable or rope. Around the attachnment point
were clustered sonme solid objects which Bandi cut suspected were
bal | ast. The bubble was definitely buoyant, though; as they wal ked
around, it jostled and bobbed slightly. The tether, visible through
the floor, disappeared down into the haze of the water. Bandi cut
could not see where it was attached; but in trying, he gave hinself
a rush of dizziness and cl austrophobia, as he sought to follow it
down toward what | ooked vaguely like a sloping bottom He shut

his eyes and waited for the feeling to pass.

Ik steadied himwith a hand. "Are you unwel | ?"

"I'"'mokay. Just shouldn't have | ooked down there. Does that

tether ook awfully . . . tenuous.., to you?"

| k peered down, seem ngly untroubled by the depths bel ow

"Perhaps,"” he said. He | ooked up, his eyes glittering. "But |ook at

it this way. If it breaks, we'll get to the surface quickly. W'll see

the sun. Find out what color the sky is here.™

"Yeah," Bandi cut grunted, imagining the bubble rocketing to the
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surface. "Boom " he said, pantom m ng the deconpressive expl osion
that woul d foll ow

"Boom " |k echoed, hissing with laughter. He folded his legs into
the fam liar lotuslike position that was his rest pose, and added, "I
guess it would be better if we didn't."

"I't would be better," Bandi cut agreed.

"Take the long view, ny friend John Bandicut. Take the |ong

view," Ik said in a voice that was sonehow, in spite of everything
reassuri ng.

Ik didn't mind too nuch the darkness or murkiness of the depths.

What bot hered hi mwas the continual creaking and groani ng of

these frail-seem ng underwater structures. He didn't suffer from

cl austrophobi a, but he was constantly aware of the crushing pressure
that surrounded them and the thickness of the air with its

metallic tang and organic richness; and every creak triggered a little
spark of tension in his chest, a heightened awareness of the

fragility of life here.

Partly to keep his m nd occupi ed, he began a methodi cal study

of all the lights that he could see fromtheir bubble. In his view it
was al ways hel pful to gather know edge--anywhere, anytine, but
especially in strange surroundings. He started piecing together a
mental map of the undersea city, as far as he could make it out. There was
just enough light cast through the water from vari ous

sources that he could identify several distinct clusters of interconnected
bubbl es, and perhaps a dozen nore that appeared to fl oat

inisolation. He could just glinpse, past the edge of one of the nearer
habitats, the artificial reef they had passed on their way in. Tw ce
he spotted small subnersibles sinmilar to the one they had ridden

in, but nost of the activity he saw was individual Neri sw nmi ng
around and anong the habitats. Ik found hinself envying their
adaptation to this environnent, and their ability to nove with ease

t hrough both air and water

He wondered if he would still envy them once he knew what

was wrong here. He had just seen the dreadfully injured or sick Neri
who had been brought in. But brought in fromwhere? And why

were they so badly hurt? There was no question in his mnd that
somet hi ng serious was going on. Wiy el se woul d Shi pworld have

hurl ed them across the galaxy to this place? Presumably sonme care

had been taken to give thema fighting chance to survive, if for no

ot her reason than that they were expected to acconplish sonething
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useful. Not that he didn't share John Bandicut's concern about their
safety here--it would be idiotic not to. Especially given his previous
experi ences.

Before he'd nmet Bandi cut, before he'd net Li-Jared, he'd been

dropped by star-spanner onto a world in crisis, a world torn by strife.
The people on that world called thensel ves the Pelli, meaning "as

one, fromthe soil." But their society was broken into fractious el ements,
and their know edge of the life sciences was great enough

to permt deadly biological warfare. They had experienced alien

cont act before--which was probably the only thing that kept them
fromkilling Ik outright, as an invader--but though they could accept
outsiders to their world, they could not accept their own

people. Despite Ik's efforts to act as peacemaker, in the end the
factions would not conme to terns. |k was forced to flee, carried back
to Shipworld by the star-spanner even as a cloud of airborne toxins

was killing nmost of the popul ation of the planet. He didn't

know, even now, if anyone had survived.

And yet, despite that, he had to presune that there was hope

in this situation. The long view, he thought, in his private inner refrain.
Keep taking the long view

A dimflicker of light caught his eye, and he peered off to his

left, searching out its source. There it was again--not |ike a headlight
or habitat light, but dimrer and nore diffuse, |ike distant heat
lightning in a stormy sky. He was about to call Bandicut's attention
toit, when it faded fromview

Before he could describe it, his human friend asked, "What do

you suppose they' ve done with Antares and Li-Jared?"

I k sighed through his ears and turned, facing his friend. "I suspect
they're probably in a jail just like this one, sonewhere out there. | trust
they're being treated fairly."

"Mm " Bandi cut was wal ki ng around t he bubbl e now, pressing

his hands to the walls. "Well... the air here seens okay, anyway.

It hasn't gotten stale yet." He paused and visibly drew a deep

breath. "They must have sone way of renewing it that we can't see."

I k nmurnmured agreenent. "Perhaps sone sort of osmotic or

chenosynt hetic process through the walls." He recalled their earlier
observation that the translucent chanber walls | ooked al nost

as if they were made of plant material. But he wondered now, having
seen some of the Neri's remarkably versatil e menbranes at

work, if this clear material were not sinply a variation on the thene.
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H s friend nodded, but still | ooked worried as he touched the
wall's. "Are you afraid that the walls night fail ?" Ik asked.

Bandi cut raised his shoulders nonentarily in that human up-and-down
nmoti on that indicated uncertainty. "There's no noisture
condensation,"” he said, not answering the question

Ik touched the wall. It was snmpoth and cool to the touch. "It
nust breat he sonehow. "

A movenent outside caught his eye, and he peered out and

glinpsed sonme snmall fish flashing by, their |long slender bodies a
mut ed qui cksilver. "John," he murmured, pointing.

"I see them" said Bandicut. "It's incredible." There was a tone
in his voice that Ik was able to recogni ze as strong emption--though
he coul dn't say precisely which enotion

"Way 'incredible' ?" Ik asked. "D d you not expect to see marine
life here, because of the depth? O is it something el se?"

Bandi cut shook his head, walking slowy as if to follow the silver
school as they swerved away into the darkness. "No," he said,

and his voice seenmed on the verge of failure. "Not that."
"Then--'

"It's just that they ook so nuch like the fish back home on
Earth," Bandi cut whispered. "I feel as if | could be on Earth." He
gazed at Ik, and it was finally clear what he was feeling. Honesickness.

"I's this world ... like your Earth in other ways, too?" |k asked
feeling a sharp rem nder of his own loss of a homeworld. "Do the
Neri look as if they could be fromyour world?"

Bandi cut shook his head no, peering outside again. "But who
knows what's happened since | left? MIlions of years could have
passed. "

"Well, we don't really know that, John Bandicut. My inpression
is--"

"That's just it! W have nothing but inpressions!” the human
cried. "How can we know?"

"We can't," |k admitted, hearing in his friend' s voice the angui sh

of someone who's | eft behind everyone he has ever known, to be
thrown in anong alien strangers. And to be put repeatedly into danger
for reasons unexpl ai ned. |k understood his anguish very precisely.

But though he, like Bandicut, felt driven to find answers, he
was nmore able to accept the short-term anbiguities. To Bandi cut
he said, "I believe that the star-spanners conplete their transits in

outward tinme intervals not greatly different fromthe inner, subjec-
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"I do not know if the same applies to the neans by which you

or | were brought to Shipworld."

Bandi cut stared at him pinching his lower lip. Contenplating

the spatial transformation that had carried himout of the gal axy?
Bandi cut made a gesture of uncertainty. "I know the quarx spent eons inside
the noon Triton, traveling to nmy solar systemafter it

was knocked out of another systemby a terrible war." Bandicut's
eyes went out of focus for a nmonent, but if the quarx was inparting
any further information to him he didn't speak of it.

"Him " |k nmurmnured, follow ng another school of fish swerving
by--shorter, striped ones. "John Bandicut," he said, "if you are
suffering with the thought that your world has died and vani shed
eons ago, you nust not be so sure." He clacked his mouth shut then
and stood, seeing nothing, as he rubbed his fingers on his chest and
wept silently for his own world--destroyed, not by the passing of
eons, but by an expl odi ng sun

He finally faced Bandi cut again and found his friend watching

him "lk, have you been through the star-spanner before? You' ve
never tal ked about it."

Ik found hinself hissing with sad laughter. "You and | have done
enough together to fill a nm of seasons--and yet, we have not been
toget her so long. W have had so nuch to talk about--and so little
time in which to talk.” Though in truth, he had not been eager

to speak of such difficult menories.

"\What happened? Can you tell ne now?"

I k closed his eyes, renenbering the pain. Wien he spoke, his

voi ce was dry and hollow. "I was sent alone to a world at war,
where | tried to bring peace. And | failed ... | could not do it by
nysel f..."

*

"That's terrible,” Bandicut whispered, as he listened to the end of

lk's story. He guessed that Charlie must have felt a deep sadness,

too, if he was listening--or at least the earlier Charlies would have.
The quarx had tried and failed in nore than one effort to help a

wodd find its way to peace and survival. Bandicut couldn't tell what

the present Charlie was thinking; the quarx wasn't talking.

When Ik fell silent, Bandicut asked softly, "Had you made friends there?"
Ik rocked his right hand in a side-to-side notion. "I tried. But

in the end, there was no one | could trust, or who fully trusted ne.
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And that was one of the things | thought, afterward--that | needed
friends, partners, people | could trust to work with me, and whom
| could trust with nmy life."

Bandi cut nodded slowly. He did, in fact, trust his conpanions
with his life. They had al ready saved each other several tines over.

"When | met Li-Jared, and again when | net you, | felt that I
had met such a person. And perhaps--who can say yet?--Antares.”
Ik hesitated, then hissed with laughter. "I wasn't so sure that |

wanted to put it straightaway to the test, though."

Bandi cut stared at him unable to believe that 1k could | augh

about it, until finally the absurdity of their situation began to bring
| aughter welling up in him too. Ik's laughter stopped first; he

sl apped his side with a | oud cl appi ng sound.

"You okay?" Bandi cut asked. He thought the Hraachee'an | ooked
di stressed.

| k peered around in apparent befuddl enment. "I was just wondering,
hrrm what one uses for a relief station around here."

*

They had to wait a while to learn the answer to that question. Bandi-cut
was about ready to give up and go to sleep to postpone the

i ssue, when a Neri sw mrer appeared at the bottom of the bubble.

He appeared to be tow ng sonething. The Neri nmade a w ping notion
across the underside of the floor, and a shadowy circle appeared.

A moment | ater, he puslled his head up through the floor,

| ooked fromlk to Bandicut, and lifted hinself into the bubble. He
reached back down through the floor and pulled in two boxlike
objects on tethers, one |large and one snmall. He set the smaller one
aside, and tilted the larger one. Water poured out of the box and
drai ned out through the menbrane in the bottom of the habitat, as

i f by nmagic.

Bandi cut watched in amazenent, wondering if Earth's technol ogy
coul d ever have done that.

The Neri opened the box's lid and indicated a round openi ng.

He poi nted, squawked briefly at Ik and Bandi cut, and set it down

on the floor of the habitat. Bandicut stared at the box, then at the
Neri. "What the hell is that?" he said. "A portajohn?"

The Neri didn't answer, but nade a hand gesture from bel ow

its waist into the box. Apparently that was exactly what it was.

Bandi cut scow ed, but had to admit that it was a ot better than going
for a swmto relieve hinself.

The Neri turned to the other box. It opened with a hiss; it had
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been seal ed. He took out several smaller objects wapped in what

| ooked like large | eaves. Wth a glance at his prisoners, the Neri unw apped
t he objects. They appeared to be fruit: yellow, translucent,

crescent - shaped wedges |i ke waxy, oversized orange segments.

Bandi cut felt his eyes w dening with hunger, and unease. He

wondered if he dared try it.

“/What th "hell,"/

mur mur ed the quarx, speaking up for the first tine in a while.

/You know what this is?/

"/ Naw, but what do .you want to do?

Starve?"/

Bandi cut blinked. He | ooked at the Neri and made a hand-to-

mout h gesture. "Food? To eat?" he asked. Wien the Neri nerely

stared at him he asked, "Wat is your nane?"

The Neri stood straighter, and as if he had finally gained the sel f-assurance
to try speaking to aliens, said in a voice that had a gargling

resonance, "I amHargel. | will provide for your needs, for
now. "
"Hargel ,' Bandicut said. "Pleased to neet you. How |l ong are we

to be kept here?"

Hargel rubbed his thumbs and fingers together, in what seened

a nervous gesture. "This ... food ... should neet your needs.
Please tell me if your needs are different." He handed one fruit to
Bandi cut, and another to Ik. He drew his hands back as if afraid to
touch the visitors.

Bandi cut accepted the offering, hoping that Hargel would answer

his question. But the Neri sinply turned away. Then, as though in
aftert hought, he brought one nore thing out of the smaller box. It
was a convex di sk about the size of Bandicut's hand, bal anced on

a small base. He set it down, renoved a small hammer fromthe base,
and struck the disk. A bonging sound rang through the bubble.

"I'f you need assistance,"” said Hargel, "ring three tines."

| k spoke, haltingly, giving Bandicut the sense that the Hraa-chee'an's
stones were working hard to produce Neri speech

"You ... will ... hear?"

"W will hear," Hargel said. He bent and touched the floor, and

wi th one snmoot h novenment plunged headfirst through the nmenbrane

and into the water. There was no splash, and al nost no

sound.

I k and Bandi cut | ooked at each ot her

"I guess I'Il try the fruit," Bandicut said.
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"Hrah. | guess I'Il try the portable--"
"Right," said Bandicut.
*

The fruit tasted |ike a combination of Iine, mango, and a third taste
he coul d not identify. Bandicut nibbled, his back turned to Ik, and
peered out at the Neri city. He was finally beginning to rel ax enough
to absorb the sight. He saw Neri noving through the water, but

nostly at the linmts of visibility. He thought he saw sone small er
figures and he wondered, were those the young, the females, or soneone else
al t oget her ?

"Hmm " said Ik, joining him "It works fine."

Bandi cut | ooked up. "G ad to hear it. Are you going to try sone

of this fruit?"

Ik eyed the piece that Hargel had given him

"It tastes pretty good, and | haven't keeled over yet."

"Hrah. That is encouraging." Ik nibbled at the fruit, then took

| arger bites.

"I'k, do you think we should put our stones together and |l et them

do a linguistic exchange? It mght help you talk to the Neri a little
nore easily."

"Yes," Ik said. "That is a good idea." He took another bite. H's

fruit was nearly gone.

"You must have been hungry." Bandicut set his own aside to

finish later; it was only half eaten, but it had satisfied his appetite.
Ik finished his fruit, then sat, and Bandi cut crouched before him

and raised his hands. Ik pressed Bandicut's wists close to his tenples.
The four stones pul sed. Bandicut felt a buzzing sensation in

his mind, nowfanmiliar, as his stones joined with Ik's, transferring
know edge ...

*

A wave of dizziness cane over Bandicut, as the link dissolved. He
swayed, feeling a great heaviness, then sank to the floor. He was
nearly overcone with fatigue.

"John Bandi cut, are you--?"

He gave a hand gesture to wave off Ik's concern. But he couldn't
answer. He felt a strong, tingling preoccupation anong his stones,
a feeling that they were working hard to assinilate the information
they had just received. They had been through a | ot today, and they
didn't want to have to explain just now /D d we just downl oad a

| ot of Hraachee' an background?/
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"/Yep. Ik can speak Neri now,

and you're going to know what makes

Ile tick."/

Bandi cut blinked, trying to clear his mnd./I an®/

"/\Well, the stones will.

G ose enough. "/

Bandi cut sighed. He wanted desperately to close his eyes and

put all of this out of his head for a while.

"Hrah," 1k murrmured. "If it is all the same with you, | would Iike
to neditate in sleep now WII that disturb you?"

"Only in ny dreams, k. Only in ny dreans.”

As |k sat notionless, Bandicut stretched out on the floor of the
bubble. 1t gave slightly under his weight, and was actually fairly
confortable. In due course he fell into a sound sl eep.



6
PONERS W THI N

| BANDI CUT AWKE TO a ranbling sort of bark fromthe far side

of the bubble. In the nmonent it took himto renenber

I

where he was, the sound became nore like a groan. Then

he recogni zed its source. It was Ik, and he was in distress.

"Ik, what's wong?" he called hoarsely, peering through the
gloomat his friend. It seemed darker than it had been before; many
of the Neri habitats were dimer, casting |less light.

It was several seconds before Ik could speak. The words

were nearly indecipherable. "Hurt ... ball ... center ..." But
where words failed, the translator-stones seemed to grasp the
Hraachee' an's tones. Bandicut realized that 1k was suffering from
terrible ... kairenkroffpain. Stomach pain.

Il ness? Bandi cut wondered. O food poi soni ng?

Bandi cut felt his own stomach knot with worry. He took a quick
internal inventory to see if he felt any synptonms hinself. As far as
he could tell, he felt fine. But Ik had eaten nore, and faster

The quarx stirred.

"/What is it? The fruit?"/

/1 don't know. We're supposed to be normalized. W' re supposed

to be able to eat the food here./

"/ Maybe his nornmalization was faulty."/

Bandi cut crouched close to k. "Is it the food you ate? Are you
havi ng a bad reaction?"

lk's eyes flickered, but their internal light was dim 1like fading
enbers. "Hrrrrrr, yes," he managed finally. He was hol di ng hinsel f
wi th both hands, right about where a human's di aphragm woul d

have been.
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/What can we do? If it were me, |'d have you trying to fix it./
"/ 1f | knew how, you mean."/
That stopped himfor a nmonent. /If your predecessors could,
you should be able to./
"/ Maybe. But that was them
This is nme."/
Bandi cut watched 1k, jarred by what seenmed indifference in the
quarx's voice./\Wll, would you mind trying to | earn what the other
Charlies learned? It could nean the difference between life and
death--for Ik now, for us maybe later./
"/ Lenmme ask the stones."/
Bandi cut waited, reaching out to touch Ik's arm The Hraa-
chee' an was shivering violently. /Wat do they say?/ he asked
i mpatiently.
Before Charlie could answer, something else interrupted Bandi -
cut's thoughts--a shadow novi ng under the bubble. The
menbrane-circle appeared in the floor, and a Neri poked his head
up into the bubble. In the gloom he couldn't tell who it was. Then
the Neri lifted hinself into the habitat, and Bandi cut saw the flicker
on the side of his head. "Am | disturbing your rest?"
"L'"Kell! No--but nmy friend Ik is not well."
"Vol"?" said L'Kell, turning to | ook. "Wy did you not ring the
gong?"
"I just woke up and found himthis way. | think it was the food--
I'"mnot sure what's wong--but | don't think he can eat it." Bandi-cut
turned, squinting. He thought his friend | ooked worse than he
had a monent ago, greyer in the dimlight.
L'"Kell rmuttered in puzzlenent, "If you cone from anot her world,
do you not have ways to cope with such difficulties?"
Bandi cut felt helpless to explain. He didn't understand it him
self; all he knew about normalization was that it worked. Usually.
I k spoke with great difficulty. "Sonething... about your world

or me... that the transformational field got wong." He gasped
air through his ears and rocked, hol ding his abdonen.
Bandi cut scowm ed with frustration and fear./Charlie? Have you
found out anyt hi ng?/
"/Well, the stones say they learned a | ot about him
But they didn't cover Hraachee'an pysiology. "/
/But--dam it--can't they talk to Ik's stones?/
Charlie seemed to go away again, and cane back a few no-
nments |ater.
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"/You 'ye got to touch Ik's stones."/

Bandi cut let out a slow breath. "Ik, my stones mght be able to
do something to help. O the quarx."” No point just nowin trying
to explain the quarx to L'Kell, who stirred with interest at that statenent.

"But they need to nake contact again, to |earn sone things.

Do you m nd?"

I k's voice was a gasp. "What do you think, John Bandicut ?"
Bandi cut managed a smile as he raised his wists to Ik's head.

The I'ink was broken after just a few seconds. By Charlie. Bandi cut
knew t hat somet hi ng had been exchanged whi ch his stones found
hel pful --and whi ch made Charlie extrenely unconfortable.

/ What ?/ he asked, rocking back on his haunches.

"/What do you think?

Now we' ve got the info, you're going to want mne

to go in and do the work.

Ri ght ?"/

Ivell--/

"/ OF course you are.

The stones can mani pul ate forcefi'elds and

all sorts of Jancy thinga;

but they're not expeenced with | owl evel

bi ol ogi cal fu nctions.

That's why I k's stones aren't healing him

You were just lucky."/

Bandi cut blinked, w shing he could see better in the dark. L'Kell
was wat ching him Ik was in too rmuch pain.

"/ Lucky to have ne.

| can nediate with the nervous system

and shit like that,

as long as the stones have the

basi ¢ know edge. "/

Bandi cut tried to suppress his annoyance. Nervous system and
shit./I"mglad you're willing to do it,/he answered.

"/1 didn't say | was willing.

| hate the whole idea."/

Bandi cut cl osed his eyes./So what are you sayi ng?/

"IVl ..

| guess | can't refuse, but--"/

/ But what ?/
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"/ Never m nd.

| guess we should just do it

and be done with it."/

Bandi cut hesitated. If Charlie felt a sense of revul sion at making
intimate contact with another |ifeform-even though he was al ready
i nsi de a human who was an alien

"/Look, let's get it over with, all right?"/

Bandi cut nodded, and spoke to Ik. "Charlie thinks he can

help you. If you're willing to try." Ik flicked his fingers in somnething
like a shrug of hel pl essness. "Ckay." Bandi cut gl anced at

L'Kell. "This nmight take a little while. | don't knowif it's going to
wor k. "

The Neri said nothing, but crouched down to watch.
Bandi cut carefully touched the side of Ik's head with his fingertips.
The curves of the alien's head felt bony and snooth, Iike
ivory. Bandicut felt a tingle, and a slight rush..
and then a sudden wave of nausea..

Pul si ng of bl ood, murmur of hydraulics, roar of bubbling air and
roiling chemicals. The stench of activity was overwhel nm ng..

He noved on, sonehow, wi thout noving at all. He had to

pi ck his way through a vast and convol uted system peering out
fromhis virtual presence in the alien nervous systemto |ocate

| everage points fromwhich the changes could be introduced into

the system It felt Iike an invasion of Ik's privacy; he had no rea

i dea what he was doing at all. CGuided by the unseen influence

of the stones, he/Charlie found their way to a deeper place,

wher e spasm ng nerve endings were triggering great rushes of inflamatory
chemicals. And there they found a pronontory and

stood fast as waves of pain rose up froma sea of mngling ions

and dashed over himlike breakers on a restless ocean. And the
breakers seemed to be groing stronger, threatening to consune

them threatening to consugie their host, Ik, and drown him forever.
Bandi cut/ Charlie stood there in jangling confusion, listening as
wor dl ess voices carried nessages up and down the surrounding

array. Sonmewhere within, they were listening and nmeasuring, assessing
t he hi dden causes of this mmel strom searching out solutions,

bal anci ng ri sk agai nst possible benefits. At |last, w thout conscious
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t hought or understandi ng, they stretched out both hands--1like a

wi zard froman old tale, raising a staff in incantation. Fire flashed
from his hands, flickering, then brightening into two shafts of steady
| um nescence playing over the troubled sea below. It was the sea

of Ik's neurotransnmitters, the sea of chemicals that surged within

hi s body, the sea of inpulses that nmerged to beconme his body's responses
to its environnent. The shafts of light carried information

and instructions down into the sea, and the sea began to change,

but slowy. He sensed it in the air: a shift in the salt breeze froma
bitter, netallic tang to sonething sweeter and nore aromatic. The

sea began to grow quieter

He knew that everything he saw here was not a view but a

nmet aphor, an interpretation; but it was no less real for that. They
wer e maki ng changes in Ik's digestive subsystens--programing

changes, fine-tuning sonething that the normalization had altered

but not gotten quite right. He had enough conprehension to be

grateful that the changes required were small. And even if he did

not understand them his stones--and Ik's stones--were begi nni ng

to. Even so, they |l abored a long time, weaving their changes, coaxing
the systemto correct itself. And then he watched, Charlie

wat ched, the stones watched as the seas began to glow fromwithin

and turned into a gently rippling, clear |ake.

And then he felt the nausea of disorientation once nore, and

his foothold slipping away.., and felt hinmself spinning back into
hi s own body.

He sat back with a lurch, struggling for breath.

"Hrrraahhh--" gasped Ik, drawing his own breath with a sharp
rasp. "What did you do, | feel--1 am nuch nore--"

"/Don't thank me, but don't ever ask ne

to do sonething |like that again,"/

Charlie wheezed, interrupting.

Bandi cut drew in a ragged lungful of air and tried to bring his
reeling thoughts into focus. He blinked, and forced a grin. Ik was
sitting upright, touching his abdomen with murnurs of wondernent.
"John Bandi cut--1 am-"

"Did it work? Are you better?" he whi spered.

"You have done it!" the Hraachee'an marveled. "My pain is

nearly gone."

Beside him L'Kell was rising and turning. "You do have the

power to heal, then! Wiy did you say--?"
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But the rest of L'Kell's words were | ost as a wave of fatigue cane
over Bandicut and he fell over in a dead faint.

*

"I don't think there's any way to know. "

"Then we nust tal k when he awakes."

It was the sound of Ik's and L'Kell's voices that brought him back
to consci ousness. He opened his eyes, struck by lk's calm He
pushed hinmsel f upright.

"John Bandicut!" cried k. "Are you all right?"

He grunted, renenbering what he had just been through

"/ Remenber it well,"/

Charli e whispered om nously, deep inside him

"/ And under st and why

you shoul d never expect nme to do that again."/

Bandi cut groped for understanding. Wiy was the quarx so determ nedly
unhappy about this? He had hel ped save |k, possibly

froma fatal poisoning. Al Bandicut could capture was a nael strom
of unidentifiable feelings in Charlie which seened in the aggregate
to anmount to a conbination of revulsion and.., unworthiness. Wat
the hell? Wiy would Charlie feel unworthy. >

"John Bandicut. Was it you, or your quarx, that | sensed--?" Ik
gestured vaguely with one hand.

Bandi cut answered with a hoarse voice. "lI'mnot sure, to be

honest. Charlie was there, along with the stones. But | was there,
too." As he focused on the nenories, he realized that while the
guarx had reacted with revul sion, his own reaction was a deepened
sense of empathy with his friend, as a result of sharing his

pai n.

| k sighed through his ears r "Well, | thank you. But what did you
do?"

Bandi cut opened his mouth, but found it hard to answer. Finally
he munbl ed, "Well, we... readjusted sonething in your inner con-

trol system Sonehow. "
"I's this becom ng a specialty of yours?" |k asked, and Bandi cut

heard the silent chuckle. "I did not know you could do it in peo-
ple as well as machines."
"Neither did I," Bandicut admitted.

L' Kel | made a husky sound. Bandi cut knew exactly what the Neri
was thinking. "You want to know if | can do the same thing with
your people.”
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"You said earlier that you could not," L'Kell answered. "I believed
you then."

"And | thought it was true. But now-1 amnot so sure. You mnust
understand, it is not just ne. It is--"

"I know of the second one within you," said L'Kell. "Ik expl ai ned,
as you rested."

"Ah. You know of ny... conpanion." He alnpst said friend. But the word caught
in his throat. He wasn't really sure it was true,

with this Charlie.

"/Sanme to you, buddy."/

He felt a sting of shane. But the fact remained. This Charlie was
so dark, so nmoody. Did he trust Charlie-Four the way he had trusted
the others? He wasn't sure.

"/1 saved your friend s ass, didn't |?"/

/Yes. And | amgrateful,/he murmured, and meant it, even as

he wi shed that he coul d keep sonme thoughts to hinself.

"John Bandi cut, my people are dying."

He blinked his eyes open with a start.

L' Kell leaned forward and spoke slowy and precisely. "You mnust
understand. | know you are weary, and perhaps uncertain. But you
have shown yourself capable of healing." The Neri's eyes seened

to grow |l arger. "Healing someone not of your own kind."

"Yes, but it's not just--"

"Not just you."

"But not just the quarx, either. | do not think I could have

heal ed Ik without his stones assisting." Bandi cut nodded toward his
friend.

"My people are dying," repeated L'Kell. "In the eyes of ny peopl e,
and Askelanda, if you are unwilling to at least try to use this
power to heal --"

Bandi cut exhaled. "We will be considered enenies. Yes?"

"Yes."

Bandi cut closed his eyes./Charlie? Did you hear that?/ There was

no answer fromthe quarx. "I amvery tired," he said at |ast, not
knowi ng what else to say. "I know that without rest, |I can do nothing
nore."

L' Kel | gave a slow nod of his head. "If you nmust take rest, then

take it. But we cannot wait |ong for your answer."
As if inreply to his words, a |l ow runbling sound began to vibrate
t hrough the walls and floor of the habitat. Bandi cut thought,
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but wasn't sure, that he saw a faint glinmer of light far off in the
di stance. He rubbed his eyes. It was gone now-if it had been there
at all. But when he | ooked back at the Neri, he saw L'Kell peering
worriedly out into the deep, dark night of the sea.



THE BLI Q

THEY HAD BEEN sitting a long tine in the dark, watching
and waiting. Suddenly Antares stirred. "I feel someone

I
com ng. "

"Where? Are they hostile?" asked Li-Jared, an arnmis
| engt h away.
"They are--" she paused, concentrating "--determ ned, | think
And uncertain."

"Confused? W could put that to use, perhaps.”

"Not confused, exactly. More like cautious." She gazed at her
conpani on, wary of the rising and falling tide of fear within the
Karel lian. Poor Li-Jared; he was terrified of being underwater, and
no amount of rationality could take away that base, primal instinct.

The Karellian rubbed his fingertips together nervously, and finally
made a clicking sound. "Can we expl ai n? Comuni cat e sonehow?
What about those tel epathic senses of yours?"

Ant ares pushed her hair back. "I can only sense feelings, not

t houghts. And | have never tried to send, not with an alien being."
It seened a risky thing, fraught with hazards, not |east of which was
exposi ng her own inner feelings to others, perhaps the wong enotion
at the wong tine. On the Thespi homeworl d, her role had been

to facilitate comuni on anong others, and to keep her own feelings

to herself.

"Perhaps," said Li-Jared, "the time has cone to try."
Antares didn't answer.

A light was approaching--a vehicle, perhaps, or a torch-carrying
sea-person. It hovered a short distance away. She thought she could
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di scern shadowy novenent in the dark. Still, she was startled when

a circle appeared in the floor, and a bl ack, bug-eyed face peered

up at her through rippling water. Antares felt Li-Jared recoiling, and
suppressed an urge to do the same. Then she focused; and she

found fear, but not aninosity.

The creature clinmbed, dripping, onto the floor. The circle-opening
di sappeared. "Rakkagrrrreee, "it said.

Antares |istened carefully, her know ng-stones tickling her throat.
So far they'd produced nothing like a translation of the aliens
words. Surely there was a way; and in fact, she felt an inmage rising
in her mnd of howit mght be done. It was a startling thought. Not
something to risk casually.

"Fri kkat agaasss, "said the sea-being, studying her

It seened interested in comunicating. "Can you hear ne?" she
asked, raising a finger to one ear

The being froze, then cocked its head.

"Can you--" she opened her hand slowy "--feel what | am
feeling?" She had no reason to fear this being, or dislike it, she told
hersel f. She wanted to convey a sense of... not trust, exactly, because

that was premature, but perhaps quiet confidence. And curiosity.
They were curious about her, and it might help themto
know t hat she was curious about them

The being shifted its position, and seened to relax slightly. Beside
her, Li-Jared was jittering inwardly, trying to calmhinself with

t he know edge that he was still, so far, safe. It was odd, she thought.
Li -Jared seenmed one of the smartest beings she had ever net--and

al so one of the nost excitable. She sent a silent breath of calmin
hi s direction.

She turned her attention back to the sea-creature, and wondered,

wi th sl ow t houghtful ness, |Is there soneone in comuand, w th whom

| m ght exchange conj ?dences? She lingered on the thought, not because
she expected the being to understand the words, but in

hopes that sonething of the spirit, the |onging, would cone

t hr ough.

"Hyahh," said the being, stirring and gesturing toward itself.
"Hal eekah. "

What did that nean? Was it offering itself as a possibility? She
woul d have to respond carefully. Quite possibly this was an individua
worthy of trust. But she sensed that there was a hierarchy of

power here, and she needed to aimhigher. "I nust," she said de-
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liberately, "speak with one of em nence." She fol ded her arns
across her chest, then unfolded themagain with a gesture of reverence.
" Hah- r uun?"
She repeated her words, ained her fingertips inward to herself,
t hen outward.
The sea-being touched his sides with both hands, pointed toward
the place in the floor where he had entered, and nade a
sweepi hg gesture away, hands together. "Corri-kaol a?"
Antares inclined her head in a bow
The sea-being touched the floor. Wien a circle of water appeared,
he slipped into it and vani shed.
*

"I's that good, what just happened?" Li-Jared asked, crouching

near by.
"I"'mnot sure," Antares adnmitted. "We'Il have to wait and see,
guess." She studi ed her conpanion. It was hard to call hima friend

yet; she had only known himfor a few days, despite having travel ed
light-years together. But she liked the Karellian and hoped she
coul d depend on him

They sat quietly, until there was nmovenent again outside. This

time as the lights drew closer, they revealed a snmall subnersible. It
slid beneath the little habitat and stopped with a shudder and a nonentary
rush of air bubbles. Wen the floor opened, it was to a

shaft of air. She caught Li-Jared' s steely bright gaze, sensing eagerness
and appr ehensi on.

The sane sea-person energed. "Squeee-quaa, "it said, making

qui ck hand novenents down toward the sub

"Want to go for another ride?" Antares asked Li-Jared.

The Karellian rubbed his thunbs and fingers together and

stepped close to the hatch. "I'Il take a look first," he nuttered.
"You don't have to--" she began, and then realized that he was
fighting to overconme his fear. "Good. Thank you."

The Karellian dropped out of sight, then called up, "It's roomier
than the | ast one. Conme on down."

She foll owed quickly. Their guide secured the hatch and took

his place at the controls. The sub dropped away fromthe habitat,
then glided through the undersea settlenent, clinbing slowy but
steadily toward the upper levels of the city.
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It felt as if they were seeing everything, and nothing: lights gl ow ng
greenly in the distance, and shapes that Antares could not quite
visually resol ve. She saw dark sea-peopl e swi mm ng through the

water, singly and in groups, and flashes of what she took to be ani mal
life, swerving and darting. One nonent, the bottom sl ope was

a | oom ng, angling presence before them the next, they were turning
and clinbing between [ um nous habitats with shadowy bei ngs

i nsi de.

Ant ares had never been underwater before. It wasn't frightening

to her in a visceral way, as it was to Li-Jared; but it was confusing
and nysterious, and sonme of the long, silver creatures that
swam t hrough the water night have been alarmng if she hadn't

been surrounded by a hull of netal. Wiere were |k and Bandi cut ?

she wondered. \Where were the two norgs, Bandicut's robots? And

where was the star-spanner bubble, which she presunmed was their

only hope--if there was hope--of ever |eaving this place?

"Up there," said Li-Jared, pointing--referring to their apparent

desti nati on.

A wi de habitat was emerging fromthe undersea haze. This one

was flatter than nost they had seen; it was shaped |like a broad tree-fungus,
flat on the bottom w th a drooping overhang around the

outer edges, and a top surface shaped with an undul ating curve. It

was wider than it was high, but still tall enough to have at |east a
couple of living levels stacked on top of each other. It was shimneringly
transparent.

Antares felt a growi ng sense of expectation fromtheir pilot, but

an expectation mxed with uncertainty. He (she was al nbst certain

it was a he) was taking themto neet someone, and worried that

he m ght be making a m stake. They cane in under the habitat,

docked, and clinbed up through the hatch. They were net in a

smal |l room by a group of sea-beings, including three who were

taller and nore slender than the others, with skin of a dark greenish
cast. These three seened nore graceful in their carriage and
nmoverent s; and Antares decided that she was in the presence of

f enal es.

"dla compollay?" said the nearest one at |ast. Antares caught a

hint of the being's curiosity--a tentative nixture of fear and wel cone.
She found herself drawn toward these three, perhaps in response

to their |ess hard-edged enotions.



70
* JEFFREY A. CARVER

"Yes," she answered, referring not to the words spoken but the
feelings sensed. She extended a hand toward Li-Jared and nade an
ushering notion, hoping to enphasize that they were to be consi dered
a team Li-Jared made a soft bongi ng sound which she interpreted

as a greeting.

The seafolk twittered anong t hensel ves, then herded theminto

the habitat, through several small chanbers and a w der area that
seened | ess spartan and nore like a gathering place. A nunber of
femal es were in evidence, sone busy in corners of the roomwth

much smaller (juvenile?) sea-creatures. Antares paused, watching

them curiously, wondering if the rearing of the young was a prinmarily
femal e function here. There were no nal es around, except

as part of their escort.

The floor of the roomundul ated, with a slow, up-and-down

rolling noverent |ike the surface of a tranquil sea. The juvenile
seaf ol k were bounci ng and swayi ng on the floor, and apparently

enjoying it. Was that the ocean directly beneath her feet? It was; she
could feel her feet sinking slightly into the flexible material that kept
the sea out. She could tell it made Li-Jared uneasy, but she found

its give conforting, alnost nurturing.

Anot her feral e cane up and spoke to their escort, and they
seened to deci de sonet hing anong thensel ves. "Kayl ay, kayl ay, "
one of themsaid, urging Antares and Li-Jared back into notion
They were | ed through a passageway that was nothi ng nore

than a clear tube passing through the ocean. In the artificial |ight
out si de, they saw the occasional finned animal flit by, and once a
long, pulsing jet-propelled creature. At the end of the passageway,

t hey stepped through another solid-and-yet-not-solid nmenbrane,

and entered a chamber unlike any they had seen before. The walls
wer e opaque and hal f conceal ed by dark, hangi ng curtains of what

| ooked like fabric. It |looked |like a place of meditation, perhaps. O
even worship. Antares |ooked around and realized that nost of her
escorts had stayed outside; just two fenmal es stood behind them

They seened to be waiting for something.

' Tt h-ko-bahh, "said a voice frombeyond the farther curtains.
Antares waited for someone to answer, and finally did so herself.
"Hel |l 0?" she called. "My name is Antares. My conpanion's

nane is Li-Jared. May we speak?"

A figure stepped through the curtains. It was recogni zably one
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of the femal e seafol k--and yet different. This one seenmed to project
a sense of age; but it was not necessarily physical age, so nmuch

as the experience of years. Know edge. 'Sgh-ko-Iahh-bah, "she said,
coming nore clearly into the light. She wore a kind of shawl over
her shoul ders, made of interwoven strands of what |ooked |ike soft,
dry seaweed and threads of copper or gold. Her face seened

slightly lum nous, or perhaps that was a trick of the lighting. Her
eyes were larger than those of her fellow seafol k, and they noved
slow y, al nmost unblinkingly, studying her visitors.

Antares felt at |ast that sense she had been waiting for--that she
was in the presence of soneone in a position of authority. She felt
somet hing el se, too--in herself--an odd itching on the front of her
throat. She resisted an urge to reach up and stroke the spot, but the
sea-fenmal e's gaze had already alighted on her know ng-stones,

i tbedded in the sane area. Were they gl owi ng? Antares wondered,

wi shing for a mirror. /Wat's happeni ng?/she murmured silently

to the stones.

The stones did not answer at once, but the itch on her throat
was becom ng sharper and better defined. It was unquesti onably
com ng fromthe know ng-stones, and was rapidly turning from an

itch into a burning sensation
*Pl ease remain still.*

She felt the stones' urgency |like a physical pressure. They were
preparing to establish contact. She wasn't sure how, but she knew
she shouldn't interfere. Even so, when the noment cane, it took
her by surprise.

The flash seenmed to cone from somewhere behind her. She felt

the sparks erupting fromher throat.., and her consci ousness wavered

just for an instant, not a sense of unconsci ousness, but of consciousness
expanded in time and space.

The sensation | asted only a nonent, and then she blinked and

saw t he sea-wonman staggering backward, eyes w de, webbed

hands pressed'to the sides of her head. And through the thin webbing
bet ween t he sea-wonman's fingers, two new stones glinmered.

"Col i may, colimy!"
The two femal es behind Antares stepped forward as though to

hel p, or protect, but they stopped at the sound of the sea-wonan's
voi ce. They stood flanking Antares and Li-Jared; nobody seened to
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know quite what to do. Antares was reeling fromthe splitting of

her stones, and trying to remain standing. She felt as though her
stones were reeling, too, and trying to regain their equilibriumand
control.

The sea-woman took a halting step forward, gazing at Antares.

She was cl early astonished and frightened. But the fear was fading.
"Kal akal a--" she started to say, and Antares felt an inner shifting
and heard, "I am.. Neri... what have you ..."

It was like listening to a commtransm ssion breaking up, and
she cocked her head, and with a whisper of excitenent, said,
"Agai n, please. Again?"

The sea-woman seened weathed in dismay and delight. The
second tine her words came out nore conprehensibly. "W are
the Neri ... what have you done? ... who are you? ... why are
you here?"

"Antares," she nurnured, and then spoke nore distinctly. "Cal
me Antares. | ama Thespi third-female. And this is ny friend Li-Jared."
She turned. "He is a Karellian. We are not of your world.
Do you understand about the stones?"

"Stones," the Neri woman echoed, her voice husky like a dry

leaf fluttering in the air. Her eyes closed, with a slow notion blink
and opened. "I feel them... speaking ..." And her voice trenbled
with a fresh rush of fear, tenpered by grow ng conprehension.

Antares worked to maintain a sense of calm for the sea-wonan's
benefit as much as her own. It was going to take time to get through
the fear and bew | dernment. But now the halting progress of words

was like a slowy energing breath of joy.

The sea-woman, whose nane was Kail an, had a great nany
guestions for Antares.
"And so even though we have | anded practically in the mddle of

your city, we know al most nothing about your world," Antares concl uded.

"Then," Kailan said, "there nust be a great deal that you would
i ke to know. "

Antares inclined her head i n acknow edgnent.

Kai |l an touched her shawl, as though in thought. "I feel sonehow. .,
that | can trust your.., intentions. It is a nmost odd sensa-
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tion." She blinked slowy. "I cannot prom se to answer all your
guestions. But perhaps sone. Please ask."

Antares drew a slow breath, and tried to project calmonto Li-Jared
who was naking little gul ping sounds beside her, trying to

restrain hinmself frominterrupting. "Do all of you," she asked wth
great deliberation, "live beneath the sea? And are you a | eader of
your peopl e?"

Kai l an made the dry-1eaf sound again, wordlessly. One of the
other Neri females said sonething, and she answered in words

Antares could not follow "W, "she said, "live beneath the sea--though
there are others who do not. As for ne, | amcalled the obligq.
The keeper. | amnot a | eader, precisely, no. But | assist our |eader

wi th the know edge and wi sdom of generations past." The Neri
seened to chuckle to herself, but it was not precisely a sound of
mrth. "Sonetimes they remenber to ask me, and sonetines they

do not."

That, Antares thought, her mind flickering back to her hone-world,
is sonething I can understand well.

"The work of the obliqg," Kailan went on, "is to renenber and

to remind." She touched the stones at the side of her head. "I have
much new to try to understand, including the function of these'
qgqual ay "--stones." Her gaze shifted to Li-Jared, then back to
Kailan. "But | believe that the young guard who decided to bring
you here chose w sely. Because | nust try to understand you.'

"W will do what we can to help you," Antares said. "May | ask

what has becone of our friends? They were separated fromus, and

we have heard not hing of them"

Kai l an turned and spoke into the shadows behi nd her. Another

Neri woman emerged, and they exchanged words; then the other

Neri di sappeared back through the curtains. Kailan turned back. "M
assistant, Elbeth, will inquire.”

"Thank you."

"I amsure there are other things you wish to know. Perhaps to

hel p us both understand why you are here."

"Ch, yes," said Antares.

Kai | an gestured to cushions along the edge of the floor. "Then

let us sit and see if these are things | can tell you. Perhaps sonething

of the struggle with the folk of the | and--?"

"Yes?" whi spered Antares.
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"Or perhaps of the great maw at the bottom of the sea that threatens
to destroy us all?" Kailan | oosened her shawl and settled gracefully
onto a cushion. "You know nothing of these matters? Then

i ndeed there is nuch that | rnust tell you."



THE SUMMONI NG OF A QUARX

BANDI CUT HAD | NTENDED to rest, sinply rest. But a few
weary questions asked of L' Kell had left himbuzzing

I with exhaustion, and filled with both curiosity and dread.

L' Kel | had spoken briefly--but with great intensity--of

st range poi sonings of Neri explorers under the sea. O raids by

| and- peopl e on caches of machinery, apparently |ost or abandoned
for many years, but prized by the Neri. O nysterious runblings
in the ocean abyss, deeper and farther offshore fromthe undersea
city.

Even as L' Kell spoke, Bandicut thought he felt a soft shudder
beneath him He blinked and rubbed his eyes; now he thought he'd
seen faint rays of light dancing in the darkness.

"L'Kell, wazzat--' he started to say, but stopped, realizing that
he was slurring his words with tiredness.
"I think," Ik murmured, "That you truly need rest, and perhaps

L' Kell might leave us for a short tinme. Al this talk--"

Bandi cut grunted. "Yah. Could you give us a little tinme?"

"Very well," said the Neri. But by the tinme he was gone, Bandi - cut
knew he was still too charged with adrenaline to go right to
sleep. Had they really landed in the mdst of a world about to
erupt in war? Wre he and the conpany supposed to stop it? If

so, how? He sent tired thoughts in the direction of the translator-stones.
/Whay didn't you warn us? Why didn't you tell us what to

expect ?/

Though the quarx hadn't been addressed directly, he neverthel ess
answered with bitter |aughter,

"/Woul dyou have cone, if you had known?"/
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/velt, 1--/

"/Don't be ridicul ous.

It's the last thing you'd have chosen."/

Bandi cut could hardly argue. After the struggle with the
booj um back on Shipworld, the | ast place he wanted to be was

a war zone. /How about you, Charlie? Wuld you have chosen-?/

"/ Mokin ' A no.

| didn't want this, don't want it.

don't intend to put up with it."/

/What do you nean?/Bandi cut was stunned by the sharpness

of the quarx's words. This wasn't |ike Charlie--at |east, not any of
the Charlies he had known before. He glanced at |k, sitting notionless
in sleep-neditation./Wat do you nmean, you don't intend

to put up with it?/

There was silent |aughter in his mnd

"/Ddn't L '"Kell just say,

if we don't help with the healing,

we 71 be considered enem es?"/

Bandi cut froze. /Meaning--?/

"/1 think you know. "/

Bandi cut sat silent, thinking. R sing up through the center

of his fear was of rod of anger. /Don't play ganes. Are you saying,
you hope the Neri kill us--so you won't have to worry anynore?/

"/ They woul dn't necessarily kill us.

They m ght just kick us out of their territory.

And we could go hone."/

Bandi cut didn't even bother to point out that they had no way

to go home. He felt sonething snap inside. /Listen, you self-centered
sonofabitch. If you want to check out, go ahead and

check out, but don't try to take me with you. O ny friends. You
hear ne?/

Charlie didn't answer.

He i medi ately felt guilty. Charlie had just hel ped heal Ik, after
all. But that didn't give himthe right to set themup as enem es of
the Neri--a suicide pact signed by one. /Look--/he said, trying

to find something to take the sting out of his previous words/--I
know you hel ped Ik, and |I'mgrateful. But that doesn't--/

He paused. The quarx wasn't listening. In fact, his presence
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wasn't there at all anynore. He'd slamed the door and gone to
anot her room

Moki n' A, Bandicut thought. Wat was with this Charlie? He

seened full of sullenness, with a core of dark desperation. Was this
just the luck of the draw with quarx incarnations? O was it something
that had been present, but maybe just subdued, in the prior

Charlies?

Bandi cut peered scowling out of the shelter into the nighttine

sea, and thought again about the Neri and their conflict with the
people fromthe shore. People fromland. Not Neri, though

he wasn't quite clear on who or what they were. A different

speci es, apparently; but the Neri had never actually made face-to-face
contact with them and knew little about them not even their

nane.

This was not a war with arm es clashing by night, or even

battl es ragi ng beneath the sea--though it sounded as if it could

cone to that. It sounded nore like a war of attrition and desperation
a war of failing support systenms, and of Neri sickening

and dying. And what in God's nane could he and Ik hope to do

about it?

But as he thought about it, there was sonmething in L'Kell's description
of how the Neri got sick, especially in certain |ocations,

that nagged at his menory. What was it? Activities undersea. Mlitary
activities? Pollution? There were indeed places where poi sons

or chem cal wastes were being discharged into the sea, and L' Kel

had said that sone Neri sw mrers had encountered such pollution

and become gravely ill. But that was not what Bandicut had seen

today. These swimers had fallen ill after visiting a |ocation disturbed
by the | anders--but with no detectable pollution. Something

el se had to be killing them

And why couldn't the Neri sinmply avoid those areas? L' Kell had
seened reluctant to answer, saying only that they had no choice;
t hey needed what was there. \Wich was--? Bandi cut asked. And

L' Kell studied himw th those huge, haunting eyes before hissing,
"Machi nes, that is what. Machines."

Machi nes? Bandi cut thought. Wiy woul d nachi nes be indi spensabl e
to the Neri? "Are these machi nes you need, that you do

not have?" He shook his head in puzzlenment. "Or that you cannot
make yoursel ves?"
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"W take themfromthe seafl oor,” L'Kell hissed vehenently.
"They are ours to take, not the | anders'!"
Bandi cut rubbed his eyes in weariness. "So you are fighting with

t hese | anders over.., sunken machi nery?"

L' Kel | had | ooked perplexed. "W night have been willing to

share, if the landers had not started just.., taking them And if they
had not sent their sickness to kill us. But we need the machi nes,

yes. Qur--our--" rhusssss "--makers are breaking down. W are

becom ng unabl e to make new machi nes, as our ol d ones break

down. Wthout them we will--" He stared at Bandi cut.

"What ?"

"Die," said L' Kell.

*

L' Kel | would be com ng back soon

The conversation reverberated in Bandicut's mnd as he tried to

rest, tried to think it through to an understanding, tried to put it out
of his mind altogether. It was too confusing. And overlying it was

the nore i medi ate question: could Charlie be persuaded to help

try to heal the sick Neri? Because if the answer was no, then these
other things were the least of his worries.

He wanted to call Charlie out to talk about it; but he felt a poweffu
i nner resistance, and a sudden wave of overwhel m ng sl eepi ness. Jeez. He'd
known he was tired, but--

And then he knew why he was feeling such a pull toward

sleep--and it wasn't just his own urgent need--but by now it was
irresistible. He slunped over on the floor of the bubble, not far from
the resting Ik, and before he could even cushion his head on his

arnms, he was asl eep

He slept restlessly and unhappily, his dreamthoughts stream ng

al ong shifting pat hways, through treacherous subterranean passages,
and over sliding cloudl ands; he wal ked a dark woods and

glided through ceneteries of the night, and he streaked up and

down skyscrapers of some strange city, rising and falling inside the
bui | di ngs and outside them And through it all he was stal ked by
ghostly figures, lumnous with a hideous glow. ..

*

He woke, drenched in sweat. He had felt, or dreamed of, runbling
sounds and lights in the distance. It took a few monments to re-
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menber where he was. As he groped for the dreamimages he had

just lost, he felt a shiver up and down his spine. There was sonet hing

i mportant in those..

The visions cane back in a rush, the glow ng figures, and he

knew at once what they nmeant. Radioactive gl ow.

Were the Neri being killed by radiation poisoning? They had

t he sophistication to know if the waters were bei ng poi soned by

chemical s--they breathed the water after all, but they--Dear God,

they breathed the water, and if it was contanminated with radioactivity...
Bandi cut sat up. "lk," he croaked. "lk." The Hraachee' an opened his eyes.
"Urn?" "Dam. |k, | think I know what's killing them™

Hs friend bl ew a deep breath out through his ears, as Bandi cut
explained. "It would be consistent with what L' Kell said," Ik agreed.

"I should have thought of it sooner."

"W both should have. What's inportant is, can we do anyt hi ng

about it?"

| k rubbed his bony head. "Can we heal the sick, or can we do

somet hi ng about the radiation? |I'mnot sure about either."

Bandi cut thought, it all depends on Charlie, doesn't it?/Charlie?

You there?/ He felt a strange silence, and then Charlie's voice as

t hough t hrough a deep, dense fog.

"/ Radi ati on sickness?

| don't do radiation sickness.
And then all feeling of his presence was gone agai n.

Bandi cut cl osed his eyes, trying unsuccessfully to curb his anger.
He knew he should be grateful to Charlie. And he knew Charlie

was xenophobic; at l|east, an earlier Charlie had been. But so what?
Peopl e needed healing. Wwuld Charlie really rather stand back and

let all those Neri die? If so, that was just.., cowardice.
H s thoughts flickered in and out of focus. The urge to slip back
into sleep was alnost.., was.., overwhelning... Charlie nessing

with his sleep center..
I k m ght have been saying something, but he drifted away wi thout
heari ng.

He dreamed of a struggle, of figures rising and toppling in the night,
of hand-to-hand conbat in nuddy trenches. He was hol ding onto
someone by the shirtfront, falling and then getting up again, shak-
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ing his adversary violently; but the fabric was tearing, and the person
whoever it was, was pulling away, escaping.

He wal ked in a cenetery again, rows of markers stretching

out into a night sky of infinity, stretching to the stars. There

were spirits awake in the cemetery, but every time he turned to

speak to them they vanished with a whisper of wi nd. He was

al one, conpletely alone, with only the voices of the stars for conpany.
And then the stars began to vanish..

When he woke, it was to a terrible groggi ness, and enptiness.
Everything felt different inside. He experienced a stab of
fear./Char-lie?/ There

was no answer, no sense of the quarx's presence./Char- |ie?/ No, he thought.
Don't tell me. Charlie couldn' t--wouldn't
have --

And then he heard a voice. A fem nine voice, puzzled.

"/1s Charlie ny name?

O the name you use for all of ne?

Al of us?

This all seenms odd--"/

/ Uh?/

"/--your response to a nane.

Wuld it seem

nmore natural if you called ne...

Charl ene?"/

Bandi cut felt faint. He took a sharp breath, worried that he
m ght fall over. He knew Ik was | ooking at himw th concern, but

he coul dn't speak. Ch Jesus./Did you say . . . Charl ene?/

"/You can use Charlie if you like."/

He exhal ed hard./Well, no, | ... whatever you say. Charl ene,

if youlike. I"'m... John Bandicut. And we ... | guess, have a | ot
to talk about .../

*

"/Still so nuch | don't understand."/

So much you don't understand? He took a deep breath and

opened his thoughts for Charlene, for Charlie-Five, to explore. A new
Charlie... his head spun thinking about it. \Wat had happened to

the old Charlie? Had he just vanished? Died in his sleep? Wy hadn't
there been.., some warning, or sonething. It wasn't as if... as if
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he had died in a sudden attack or sonething, the sonofabitch had
just gone off and.., slit his wists or whatever a quarx did..
"/l have the sense,"/

said Charlene, as if raising her head froma stack of books and
t apes,

"/thatyour old Charlie wash "I

very happy."/

/No. No, he wasn't./Not happy. Definitely not happy./l don't
know why. /

"/ And that he m ght have

taken his own Ife? "/

Bandi cut blinked, struggling, actually fighting back tears, because
that was his thought and he hated the idea. Was it possible?
Coul d the quarx have conmitted suicide?/ | don't know, /he whispered./You
woul d probably know better than I. Could he have..

done that?/

The new quarx, Charlene, seened uncertain.

"/1"m .. surrounded by reverberations..."/

Li ke bits and pieces of nenory in a great whirlw nd, a cycl one
spi nni ng. . .

And yet she seened far clearer and nore know edgeabl e t han

any new quarx he had ever net.

"/Hard to tell which are his, really,

and which are yours, but--"/

/This is strange. Very strange. You're not like.., any new quarx
|'ve ever had. How do you know so much?/

“/Well, 1'"mnot sure--"/

/1t's as if you' ve been listening in, and learning. O as if--1 don't

know-as if you have a little bit of everyone else already in your
head. Did Charlie-Four know you were coming right behind hinP
"Il bet the sonofabitch did conmt suicidel/

"/ Does that make you angry?"/

/ Yeah, it makes ne angry. Because he couldn't |ower hinself to
hel p the Neri--/

"/Perhaps it was not that sinple--"/

/What do you nmean? \Wat do you know that | don't? It's not as
if you were here--/

"/You're right, of course, but just now...

Could | ask you sone things, to try to understand?"/
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Bandi cut sighed./Wat do you want to know?/ Everythi ng, obviously.

She needed to know everything. He was stunned by the

degree of sophistication she'd had fromthe noment of awaken-ing--Iike

no other Charlie before her. But she could hardly know

the details of the situation they were trapped in right now. And she needed to
know, because L'Kell would be com ng soon for his answer.

"/Sonme of it | can see right here on top

But the rest--if you couldjust fi'll me in--"/ Bandicut's head was spi nni ng.
But he had to adjust; he had no

choice. He had to get used to Charlie-Four being gone, dead, and

a new Charlie here, and a female one.., and there was just no tine.

They had to nove on, however difficult it mght be. /Ckay,/ he

whi spered./Here goes .../

By the time the bottom of the bubble shimered and L' Kell appeared,
Bandi cut felt as if he were on a runaway carousel, imnages

circling himin an endl ess stream of thought, Charlene raining questions
onto him his dizzy, half-conscious mnd answering and his

answers pronpting new questions. He blinked and stirred, and

forced hinself to rise, on shaky legs, to greet the Neri. "L'Kell," he
sai d huskily.

The Neri peered at him then at Ik. H's deneanor seened | ess

friendly, nore reserved, nore businesslike. Was he prepared to turn
their relationship into one of enemes, if Bandicut didn't promse

to try to help the Neri?

I k spoke first. "We have been resting, and have just awakened.

W have not yet had a chance to talk."

L' Kel | | ooked at Bandicut. "I believe," he said, "that you had the
nost to think about. | have been sent to ask your decision. WIIl you
hel p?"

/ Charlie--Charlene--1 know you haven't had nuch time to absorb

this, but--/

"/ Yes.

Tell himyes."/

He blinked, startled by the certainty of tone. How could she be
sure she was capabl e of what was bei ng asked?

"John Bandi cut ?" asked the Neri.

He et his breath out slowmy. "W will try. We will do all that we
can. My ... friend, the quarx ... has had a change of heart." He
touched the side of his head.
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"Then," said L'Kell, "let us go." He picked up the gong and struck

it four tines. He waited expectantly, gazing over Bandicut's shoul der.
Bandi cut turned and saw two Neri sw nming downward toward

them hol di ng sonet hing between them It was the access

t ube.



LI FE SI GNS

| BANDLCUT WATCHED AS the end of the tube stuck to the bubble
like the suction cup of an octopus. A small anount of

| water trapped in the suction cup drained away, and the

junction circle turned shadow grey. L' Kell gestured. "Are

you ready?"

Bandi cut nodded. "Let's go."

The Neri | eaned headfirst through the connector, and clinbed
easily up into the tube. Fromw thin the bubble, Bandicut watched
L' Kel | "s shadow nove up the incline. He glanced at Ik. "Follow nme?"
" Hm "

Bandi cut poked his head cautiously through the menbrane, then
attenpted to follow L'Kell up the tube. He didn't get very far before
he started to slip./Dam, | left nmy good sneakers at hone!/

"/ Excuse ne?"/

/ Never mind./He yelled up. "L'Kell, | can't get up the slope!"
"Vait."

Hal f a minute passed. Then a line cane snaki ng down the

tube. He grabbed it and began haul i ng hinmsel f hand over hand

up the steadily increasing incline. He was gasping by the tinme he
reached the top. /To think | used to clinb up the kids' slides al
the tinme./

"/What's dfferent now?"/

/1'"mnot a dam kid anynore./

As he reached the top, two Neri arnms caught hi munder the

shoul ders and hauled himout. He wiggled his jaw at the slight pressure

drop. L'Kell peered down the tube for Ik. Ik shouted to them
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to pull in their line. The Neri did so; Ik's rope was attached to its
end. 1k's rope began contracting, and |k appeared, holding on and
sliding up alnost effortlessly. The Neri |ooked with interest at the
Hraachee' an's rope, but did not interfere as he tucked it back in his
bel t.

"This way." As they followed L' Kell through the passageway,

Bandi cut gazed out at the Neri city, aware of a perceptible inprovenent
in his attitude toward it. Being freed from prison had an

amazingly salutary effect on him

They passed t hrough the chanmber where they had net Aske-I|anda;

it was deserted now. They went beyond it to another connector

and then on to an entirely separate habitat. This one was

divided up with curtains and partitions, and had an al nost hunman
feel toit. The closeness, and the flinsiness of the partitions, rem nded
Bandi cut of Triton Station. He felt a pang of honesickness,

and at the same tine wondered why he didn't mss his homeworld

nore; maybe he was just too busy. Still, he half expected his friend
Krackey to emerge fromthe shadows and ask hi mwhat was w ong

You been acting kinda strange there, Bandie. Sure you aren't baying
one of those sil ence-fugues agai n?

He shivered at the thought, and hurried after L'Kell.

They entered a curtained chanber. The air was warner, staler,

al nrost stifling. Several other Neri were present, including Askel anda,
but it was the one lying on the pallet that drew his attention. It was
one of the sick Neri he had watched arriving, and the Neri appeared

to have grown weaker since. "This is Lako," said one of those attending
the patient. Bandicut turned, and realized that he had seen

this Neri before, too. "My name is Corono. | ama healer." Corono

i ndi cated Lako. "He will die soon if nothing can be done to help

him"

"1 understand," Bandi cut said.

"And we will see if your offer of friendship is genuine," Aske-|anda
remar ked, before withdrawing into the background.

Bandi cut let out a long breath. Ik touched his armin reassurance.
"John--1 had not expected that you could do what you did
for me."

"Me neither." Bandicut stepped closer to Lako. "I will do what
| can," he said, to no one in particular. L'Kell stood close by, and
Bandi cut asked, "Is he a friend of yours?"
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"Yes," nurmnured L' Kell

Bandi cut swal l owed hard. "I must tell you, it will be very difficult.
| do not know-" He caught hinmself and shook away the

t hought .

"/1 have hope, "/

said Charlene, in a voice that was surprisingly cal mng

/Do you have any notion of what to do?/

"/ Sonme images.., menories.

Can you touch Lako? "/

Bandi cut reached out slowy. He touched the Neri's arm-and
al nost ierked his hand back. Lako's skin was hot.

"/ls that.., fever?"/
Charl ene's voice was quiet, concentrated.
/1n humans, we'd call it fever. |I don't knowif it's the sane thing

here or not./

"/But {if it's radiation poisoning--?"/

/Charlie, | don't know much about radiation poisoning in humans,

much less Neri. W'Il have to learn as we go./H s hand was

resting firmy nowon the warmskin of the Neri. Lako was trenbling.
Hs eyelids were fluttering, a disturbing sight on such |arge

eyes. The eyes thensel ves seened cl oudy.

"/ Shall | reach out now. ..

cross over?"/

-[e was aware of L'Kell standing close./Yes, let's try. But don't

| ose your anchor in ne./

"/ St epping across..."/

It was startlingly different fromlinking with Ik. The first sensation
was of piercing cold. If Lako was burning with fever on

the outside, he felt paralyzed and frozen in the strange real m of

his nervous system And yet ... it was not that there was no activity.
But it felt like hunming wires, a netallic singing of frantic

nerve inmpul ses. This being was struggling not to die. But he was

dyi ng.

"/ Deeper.

Look forpatbways we can

interpret and use."/

/You're going to understand nmore here than I will, I think. Interfacing
wi th nervous systens is your departnent./He found the

qui et whi sper of the female Charlie's voice reassuring. Maybe they
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could really do this. But they had not yet cone to grips with the
Neri's real physical damage, or even his pain. The test would be
trying to guide Lako's own body into healing.

"/ Here-- "/

H s sight darkened and his ears filled with sound; it was |ike
stepping into a darkened room where an orchestra was tuning up

each instrunent subdued, but the conbination of reeds and horns

and strings and synths sounding |ike a quake threatening to happen

He felt hot and cold at once: streans of ice water running

t hrough gl owi ng lava. O ouds of steam He listened for voices.

Coul d he make contact with Lako's m nd? Should he try?

Charl ene was either a very fast study, or she had enough nenories
from her predecessors to perceive the general patterns of a
functioni ng nervous system She extended her presence until they

were touching, ever so gently, the streams of nervous energy. Ice
water. They were throbbing with pain, and with conflicting signals.
The network was burning with fever, trying to cool itself; trying
hel pl essly to heal, withdrawing from pain, hopelessly in turnoil. It
was edging slowy toward a silent, dark abyss in the distance. Surrender?
Deat h?

Cal mthe systens, he thought, and realized that it was Charlene's

t hought, too. They were noving in | ockstep now, he could sense

the quarx riffling through his nenories even as they nmoved cautiously
through the terrible | andscape of the wounded Neri. They

wer e wal ki ng anong flane and w eckage. Blistering, inside and out.

A question was flickering through his awareness; was there radioactive
material still in Lako's body? Not too much, he guessed

Not too rnuch

He was feeling dizzy and hot hinself. Got to keep cool. Where

is the center of the distress? Wiere is the center of healing? You
found the centers in nme, he thought, the centers that directed the
heal i ng; and you, the Charlies before you, sped everything up, |ike

a master chem st orchestrating the novenent of chemicals, firing

the nmotors of reconstruction. But we don't know yet how this Neri

i s made.

There was sonet hi ng new novi ng behind him a presence approaching,
fromthe outside. It was an alien presence; a Neri presence.

L'Kell, bringing his translators close, trying to see what was

goi ng on. What can we do, L 7(ell? Can you tell what needs to be done?
The contact was too tenuous to allow words to pass, but he felt



88 * JEFFREY A. CARVER

L'Kell"s recognition of their nutual presence. L'Kell was just as confused
about what was happening in Lako's body as he and Char-lie;

he woul d not be of much help with physiol ogi cal know edge.

But there might be one way L'Kell could help.

If you can calmhim calmlLako, help himrelax and let us do
our work. Can you cal m hi n®?

It was doubtful L'Kell could understand what he was asking. And
woul d he have the power to do it even if he understood?

A moment | ater, Bandicut felt a buzzing of energy, like feedback

in an audio circuit. The Neri was trying to help. At first it was just

di sconcerting; then it began to rise, and to distort his ability to connect,
and to hurt. He was losing his bearings. Stop it/he cried. Too

much, too nuch/ The wail |asted for a heartbeat |onger, and then
began to ebb, taking L'Kell's presence with it. But it didn't fade altogether
Bandi cut heard a sound alnost too |ow to hear, |ike the

invisible muttering of a brook.
kay, he's doing it. Calmng Lako. Work quickly now.

The quarx was al ready nmoving; she had found a way to slip

through the interstices of the dying Neri's nervous system and get

a fix on the control centers. Bandicut felt himself being pulled |ike
elastic thread along the intertw ned pat hways; then he felt the sudden
pul se of neurons firing around him The quarx was touching

and testing, trying to nake contact--not to orchestrate the healing
herself, but to coax the healing centers to work nore effectively, to
take over all of the body's avail able resources, to subordinate al

el se to the healing of the devastated tissues.

/Charlie, is it working? Charl ene?/

The quarx was too busy to answer, but there was a quickening

of nmovenent, a rallying of spirits. She was touchi ng sonething that

seened to be responding. But was it enough?

L'Kell"s presence grew a little stronger again, a little brighter, as
if he felt it, too.

Don't expect mracles, he thought.

They were maki ng headway. But it was going to be a tough
battl e.

*
Waves of sound and sensati on canme, went.

At one point he thought he heard words. Not fromthe quarx,
not fromL Kell. It was dizzyingly hard to tell.
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Hel p... must.., keep..
Bur ni ng.

Shi veri ng.

Must keep. .

Waves of nausea rushed through himlike an incom ng tide. They
had touched a vital pathway. He steeled hinself against the nausea
and kept going.

The inner voice was gone. He thought it had been Lako's, but he
wasn't sure. Now he heard other words, filtered through whispering
shadows of thought

Feel his strength being turned.., his eyes brightening, show ng
[fe. (L' Kell? Corono?)

Bandi cut struggled to keep his own strength flowing, to | end
what he could to the quarx.

On the outside, he knew L' Kell's hope was grow ng.
When t he breakpoint cane, it was |ike being picked up on a powerful

wave and turned inside out, spinning. Sonmething in Lako's
body or nmind had suddenly retaken control. He felt hinself being

squeezed. ., forced..
Waer e?
Over a waterfall. Dropping, falling. After about three of his own

heart beats, he began to feel faint around the edges, began to panic.
Was Lako dyi ng? Were these the death convul sions? If he was

caught in the mddle would he be able to pull hinself free? O
woul d he be dragged down the funnel of consciousness into oblivion?

Yes... no... what's happening... ?

/Charlie ... Charlie ... / Hs cry and the other sounded faint,
i ke dying mbans on the wind. He could no | onger feel the

guar x's presence, though he was sure she was there. She had to
be.

He hit the bottomof the waterfall, and a great hand caught
hi m and squeezed him squeezed around his lungs. He was | o0sing
his breath. He was out of the waterfall, but there was a powerful
wi nd here, howing and spiraling, and it was trying to bl ow

hi m down a tunnel, a long dark tunnel. He didn't like this, didn't
want to go ..
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"/Hang on""
The quarx's voice was the nmost heartlifting sound he coul d
have heard. Though spinning out of control, he was no | onger al one.
"/Trying to find the way--"/
[ \Wher e?/
"/ Qut.
Trying to throw us out."/
/ But - -/
"/W've set it in notion
Hol d on--see if it works--.
The wi nd swept away the quarx's words. He felt a WHOOO- QO00SHHH | i ke a bal | oon
letting go ... he was picked up like
Dorothy in the cyclone, being lofted to Oz. But Charlie still had
some control; everything was being danmped down, not in the whirlw nd,
but in his own senses. Everything was starting to go dark, his
consci ousness bei ng drai ned away. ..
/Charlie, what are you--7?/
And then he was flung into the bl ackness of the void.

Awar eness shifted in and out. Alight flickering. He worked at claw ng
hi s way back.., conscious thought, physical sensation. Sharp

pain in his |l ower back as he straightened froma slunmp. H s eyes

fl ashed open. He was staring straight into the gaze of 1k.

"--" he said, then realized that nothing had cone out. He'd

meant to say, Did it work? Is he still alive?

Ik clearly understood his intent. He canted his head, directing

Bandi cut's gaze. L'Kell was bent over Lako, conferring wth

someone who was touchi ng and exam ning Lako ... wth Corono,

the healer. L' Kell raised his head to peer in amazenent at Bandi-cut.
"He is fighting. Gaining strength,” L'Kell whispered.

Bandi cut nodded, swallow ng. He wanted to speak to L' Kell; he
straggled to formwords. He was aware of Askel anda hovering

near by.

"/Don't try. Not yet, "/

t he quarx advi sed.

"/\We've just been thrown out by Lako.

It was a tough exit."/

/1 wondered who was doing that ... couldn't tell if he was

dying . . ./
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"/ Not dying, no. Not when we left--"/

L'Kell was trying to explain what he had seen
to sharpen--trying to speak--"

Bandi cut tried to listen.

"--nmovenent of gills--1lungs--"

Bandi cut focused on the trenbling formof Lako. The Neri's nus-

cles were tensing and releasing in small, spasnodi c novenents.

Bandi cut gazed at the tortured face. The eyes were flicking, blinking;
soft nmoani ng sounds were coming from Lako's throat.

Corono was saying, brekk-k "--fever very hot now, but the pres-

ence in the eyes--"

Bandi cut shook his head and tried to draw a full breath. "L Kell,'

'--eyes began

he said huskily. "Is he going to make it?"

Askel anda was cl oser now, listening intently.

L' Kel | | ooked at the heal er

Corono said, "W'Ill have to wait.., see." He spoke with a sigh

that sounded |ike the wheeze of a bellows. "But | think, perhaps

we nust watch the fever, but he seens to be stronger now
What ever you did, human Bandicut--" he paused "--1 am hopeful .’
Bandi cut nodded, and stared at Lako, at the obviously once-
strong face struggling to survive. "Good," he whispered. "That's
good." He turned away, rubbing his eyes, then his tenples. He took
several deep breaths. After a nmonment, he realized that everyone was

watching him "Is there sonething el se?"
The Neri spoke quickly to one another
"/ Ch no--"/

He si ghed soundl essly. /How can we say no, if there's sone-
one el se--7?/

"/But--"/
"Can you?" asked L'Kell. "There is another. He is in worse con-
dition."'

Wirse condition? Bandi cut closed his eyes, dismayed. "W will
try," he said hoarsely.

"/ This m ght be very hard on you;

you 'ye been through a lot."/

The quarx fell silent as L'Kell beckoned Bandi cut into the next
curtai ned room Another cot. Another dying Neri. Bandicut stood
silent a nonment, gazing down at the blistered face. "What is his
nane?" he whi spered.

"Thorek," said Corono, stepping to the other side of the cot,
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touching the patient's forehead. Thorek's eyes were three-quarters
cl osed, and a hazy yellow. H's breath was extrenely shallow, his

nostrils and gill openings barely noving.
"Thorek," Bandi cut murmured. He crouched close to the cot, trying
not to draw back fromthe snell of illness, of decay. He was

gratefully aware of Ik's presence cl ose behind him

"/ Let's go, then."/

He touched Thorek's arm It was cold and rubbery to the

touch. He closed his eyes, and let the quarx take himover the
boundary .

He felt at once a sense of quiet, of cold. Not the cold of ice; the
cold of space. The cold of dark, stony passages.

Charl ene nmoved silently through the inner |andscape of this

being, and found that it was not quite as dark or deserted as it had
first appeared. There remained tiny veins of warmh streaking the
cold, remants of life trickling through a harsh |and. Threads of nervous
connection left when the main presence of awareness had fl ed,
seeki ng escape. He couldn't help thinking of Charlie-Four, fleeing

i nto darkness. Dying.

Don't think of that. Not now.

The quarx probed through the threads and began to track backward,
searching for whatever life mght still be found..

Am dst the ruins of mnd and body, Charlie began to pick up
scintillations of sonething. A consciousness? A soul? She called out
softly. And felt it withdrawing. Wtbdra wi ng? Charlie, should we--
The quarx was already in pursuit. Up the threads, follow ng the
spark ... toward sonmething far in the distance, a center of presence.
It was like a spidery path to a floating city, high on the horizon
dimand renote. Was this like an inage in the net, sonething

he could use to focus his movenment? O was it a hallucination, a

fal se, crazy hope?

What about the body, Charlie? It's failing fast. W m ght not have
tine --

Can't heal until we find a connection to the center. He can only
heal hinself.

| know, but--scary, this is scary. Is that what's up ahead?

Let's hope so.
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Again, it happened quickly. But differently.

There was a brightening on the horizon, and for an instant he
felt a link, a ray of hope, a touch of Thorek's presence and soul..
interrible pain. But the pain was shimrering out of focus, changing.

I do not knowyou.., you are not the spirit of the sea.., do not
need you. .

Not in words, but in wordless thought. Then the connection

faded, and the spot of brightness flared and went out. He

bl i nked, stunned by a sense that the |ight had not gone dark, exactly,
but rather had been drawn out of this existence through sone

portal he could not see. It had seened eager rather than sorry

to go.

And then darkness and a bone-piercing cold closed around
him He withdrew in silence, not speaking even to the quarx.

He gazed wearily at L'Kell, knowi ng he did not have to speak. L'Kel
had sensed Thorek's passing. Behind L'Kell, Ik nmoved out of the
way, making room for Askel anda. Bandi cut turned, thinking, wll

he bl ame us--blane nme--for Thorek's death?

Askel anda stood beside L'Kell, gazing at Thorek's body. He was
muttering words, but Bandi cut could not nake them out. Wrds of
anger ? Mourning? Tribute? The elder Neri raised his eyes to | ook at
Bandicut. "His spirit has returned to the sea.”

"I could do nothing," Bandicut said. "He was too far gone." And,

he thought silently, the manner of departure was very different from
what | expected. Alnost as if he wel coned deat h.

"He will be m ssed. But not all passings are unhappy ones,"
Askel anda said, alnost as if he'd read Bandicut's mind. Hs tone was
not exactly rejoicing, but he seemed accepting of the event.

Bandi cut's thoughts flickered to Charlie-Four, and he pulled
them back with an effort. "Then you believe that there's life--"

"He swins now in new currents, new paths through the deep.

Many have gone before him and many will follow " Askel anda
spoke briefly to Corono, then turned back to Bandicut. "WIIl you
cone into the other roomw th me?"

Bandi cut blinked, wondering if he was now i ntruding on the privacy
of the dead. He glanced at |k. The Hraachee' an was drumm ng
his chest with his fingertips in puzzlenent.
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"Come, " said Askel anda sharply, and strode back into the other

room

Bandi cut sighed. After this draining effort with Thorek, had

Lako died, too? He foll owed Askel anda through the parted curtain,

and found the Neri |eader standing beside Lako's cot. No one was speaki ng.
Dam, Bandi cut thought. He noved to Askel anda's

si de.

Lako's eyes were open, seemingly clear and focused, black

pools staring at the ceiling. The Neri was breathing, his nostril and
gill slits opening and cl osing. Bandicut's heart skipped. As he | eaned
forward, Lako's eyes shifted in small novenments until they met

Bandi cut's. H's nouth noved.

Bandi cut shook his head, indicating he couldn't hear.

"He is asking, 'Are you the one?" Are you the one who saved his
life?" Askelanda's voice was filled with intensity, and yet seened
expr essi onl ess.

Saved his life? Bandi cut thought. Had it really worked, then?

"What shall | tell hinP" There now seenmed to be a tw nkle of

hunor in Askel anda's eyes.

Bandi cut blinked in astonishnment. "You can say," he replied

huskily, "that | had a lot of help. Fromthe stones." He rubbed his
wrists, then pointed to his tenple. "From someone who |ives inside
me." And he turned and nodded to L'Kell, who had joined them

"And fromL' Kell.'

L'Kell's fingers nmoved in a graceful flutter. "I did nothing.
nerely wat ched, and hoped. "

Bandi cut shook his head. "You helped, all right. I felt it, from
within him"

Lako's eyes shifted, like lum nous orbs in a face of scarred

bl ack rubber. H's nouth was noving again, and this tine he nade
an audi bl e, hissing rasp. And Bandi cut heard the words, "Thank
you. "

He stood notionl ess, eyes welling.

"/Say you're wel cone."/

"You're wel cone," he whi spered.

"I think," said Corono, standing on the other side of Lako, "that
we should et himrest."

"/ Do you think we could just.., check?"/

At first he didn't know what the quarx meant. Then he nod-
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ded slowly. "Do you mind if | touch his armagain, for a nonent?
Corono gestured pernission

Lako was still very warmto the touch. But as Bandicut felt his
senses flowi ng down into the Neri, he felt that the feverish, chaotic
heat had changed into sonething different.

"/He'S hot, but it's the heat of

accel erated healing."/

/ Good./He started to renove his hand.

A" : TR

He hesitated, but couldn't tell what the quarx was doi ng.

"/ Yes. Take care, and be well.

kay, John."/

He lifted his hand./Did you actually speak to Lako?/

"/ Not in words.

But in thought. Feeling.

Enotion. "/

[And ... howis he?/

"/He is in a haze of pain.

But he is aware, and knows that he is recovering.

He will not soon forget you, John."/
/Us, you nean./
A

t he quarx agreed.

"John!"™ 1k interrupted.

He turned with a start, and realized that Askel anda had been
talking to him and he hadn't heard a word.

"Do we want to go soneplace confortable, to rest? And

tal k?"

"Yes, of course." He sighed and touched Lako's armagain in

farewell, then followed the others out of the room
*

From a domed roomat the top of a nmultil evel dwelling, Bandicut

and Ik | ooked out into the sea. They watched three separate school s
of fish sweeping one way and another through the city; they saw

a large creature that looked like a jellyfish in the shape of a great
curved, hanging curtain. Several Neri sw mers were novi ng

around it, trying to herd it away fromthe settlement. A poisonous
ani mal , dangerous to young Neri, L'Kell explained. It was interest-
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I ng, but Bandicut was too tired to keep watching. He was still coping
with two deaths and one rescue, and deep exhaustion that was

nore enotional than physical

Askel anda- - after thanking Bandicut with grave, soft-spoken

wor ds--sent word that nore confortable quarters should be prepared
for the visitors in this larger habitat. "In the neantine," he

sai d, "please nake yoursel ves at home here. Are you hungry? Is

there anything el se we can do for you? If you have questions, perhaps..
They had nmany questions. Too many to focus on. Askel anda

spoke for a few mnutes about those who had di ed, whose spirits

had returned to the sea. They would be remenbered in a service

| ater; perhaps the visitors would like to observe.

| k acknow edged graciously, then said, "Askelanda, we would

like to know what has becone of our conpanions. May | ask, will

they be permitted to rejoin us?"

Askel anda conferred with one of his aides. "They are in conference
with the obliq, ' he said after a noment. "They will be in-

vited to join us when they are finished."

"The obliqg?" Bandi cut asked.

"The keeper . .. of our know edge." Askel anda paused, as an
expressi on of --what ?--tensi on?--crossed his dusty face. He readjusted
his stole, with a soft clinking of the bound shells. For a nonent,

he seemed even ol der than before. "I expect," he continued

in agravelly tone, "that the obliq is providing your conpanions wth
a great deal of useful information."

He suddenly' gestured to his assistants and barked sonet hi ng,

in response to which several |arge cushions were carried in.
"Please--try to be confortable. There is food conming shortly. In the
meantime, | wish to tell you--"

Askel anda was interrupted by a sudden vibration in the floor

For a nonent, he appeared unconcerned, but the vibration

grew quickly in intensity--until the whole habitat was shaking.

Bandi cut exchanged worried | ooks with |k. Earthquake? Attack?

The Neri nuttered anong thensel ves, and then one of them

barked out a warning, pointing outside. Several of the smaller habitats
were visibly noving in the di sturbance, straining at their anchors.
Clouds of silt were being agitated up fromthe sl oping
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seafioor. And a greenish yellow light was radiating in great fan-shaped
swat hs t hrough the undersea city.

And it was com ng not from overhead, or fromany of the structures,
but fromthe darkness of the depths bel ow



| NTERLUDE

JULI E STONE

IT WAS SOMVE tine after the contact, after that |echerous Doc-
tot Switzer was through exam ning her, and the exoarch

| eaders had debriefed her, that Julie Stone finally got a

chance to lie down on her bunk and work it through in

her head. Not that she understood it all, by any means; but at |east
she could go over the events in detail, and the words, and try to
put theminto sone sort of perspective. She had nade contact with
an alien presence, or rather it had made contact with her. And

t hough the physical details of the contact were a blur to her now,
she knew that the translator had conveyed to her some terribly disturbing
t hought s--only sone of which she had shared in turn with

her coll eagues. There were other things she didn't dare speak of,
not until she had thought themthrough

Sonet hing out there which ia' trying to destrqy your world..

She was virtually certain she had heard those words, though she

could not now visualize the noment of receiving them The thought

was om nously rem niscent of what John Bandicut had related to

her in his letter, explaining why he was doi ng those crazy things--stealing
a spaceship fromTriton Obital and flying off on a suicide

m ssion across the solar system But John hadn't said anything about
something trying to destroy the Earth; he'd just tal ked about a

rogue conet. And maybe, just naybe, he had managed to save the

Earth fromit.
Maybe?
That was just it; no one knew for sure. The official position here

at the M NEXFO canp was that Bandi cut had gone crazy, probably
as a result of that old neurolink injury, and killed hinself. A few
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peopl e--Georgia Patwel |, Julie, maybe John's friend Krackey and

a few others--believed what John said. There was no question that

t he ship had vani shed fromthe i medi ate nei ghborhood in a way

t hat nobody coul d explain. And how coul d John have faked that

radi o transm ssion from hal fway across the solar systenf? And the
propul sion flame--he'd said put a telescope on it. Soneone had- - not
officially, of course, the officials were all too busy expl aining
why it wasn't possible--but soneone up in Triton Orbital had gotten
pi ctures, very strange pictures. And none of it nade any sense

unl ess you took sone pretty peculiar technology into account. Like
al i en technol ogy.

Eart h- based observers had spotted the conet, too, just coning

out from behind the sun relative to the hone planet. It could have
been on a collision course with Earth--but they didn't have enough
data to establish its orbit with rmuch precision, and anyway, no one
at that point could have predicted the effects from sol ar heating and
subsequent vapor eruptions on the conet and its trajectory. No one
saw t he stol en spacecraft emerge fromthe glare of the sun, if it was
there at all. But several tel escopes caught the flash, the expl osion
way in near Mercury's orbit. And no conet ever cane out, though

a cloud of fine dust and debris was observed.

Maybe saved the Earth?

Julie blinked and stared at the ceiling over her bunk. No maybe,

not anynore. It told ne, she thought. Wat John said was true, every

word of it. He took the ship and collided with the comet. She ought
to be happy, knowi ng that he hadn't died for nothing. That he was

a hero. And she woul d have been, except ... now the translator
want ed her to do sonething, too. Sonething crazy, |ike what John
had done?

Mssion yet roi%rill.., require your assistance...

And the clear sense that it wanted her to keep it to herself.

She roll ed over and grabbed her pillow, and clutched it to her.
And, as she thought about John, her tears began to fl ow once nore.



BREAKAVWAY!

THE NERI BEGAN shouting to each other. Their voices were
a cacophony of rasps, too fast and confusing for Bandi-cut's
stones to foll ow

The quaking was growing in violence. In a matter of

nmonents, this had gone froma curiosity to an emergency. Bandi - cut
and Ik stayed out of the way, while Askel anda barked instructions
to Neri who ran in and out of the room Bandicut had visions

of the done around them shattering, but he told hinself that if that
happened, it wouldn't matter if he was close to the done; he'd be
just as dead either way. He stood at the edge of the dome, trying
to see what was goi ng on outside. The donme gave good hori zont al

and top visibility, but to see down at all, he really had to crane
his neck. The light from bel ow had brightened, alnost to the point
of illum nating the undersea city. It reminded himof a brightly lit

stadi um seen far off through a dense fog.

"L'"Kell!" Bandicut called to the young Neri |eader, who had run
in and out several tines, and was now awai ti ng Askel anda's attention
"What is it? Are we under attack by the landers? Is it an earthquake?"

It seened to cost L'Kell a great effort to shift his eyes and
t houghts to Bandicut. "The |landers? No. It is the--" kraafff "--the
Monster, the Devourer--in the heart of the abyss--"

L' Kell's answer was interrupted by a sudden viol ent swayi ng of
the habitat. Bandicut and Ik both staggered, Bandi cut thunping
into the dome. His heart nearly stopped as he imagi ned crashing
t hrough the done, and pushed hinself back fromthe clear material
What had just happened? He turned his head and saw a schoo
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of nottled silver fish stream ng by the done, moving downward

at an angle. Sonething was odd about it, and it took hima nonent
to realize what: they were swimmi ng upward, into the current,

and still were being carried down into deeper water

What the hell kind of bottomcurrent would carry sonething
downward with that much speed and power?

"It is what | spoke of before,"” L' Kell continued. "The Maw of

t he Abyss. W have never gone deep enough to see it. But we know

it well, and hoped it would not awaken."

"Then, hrahh--" But Ik's question was interrupted by a sudden
bone-jarring CRUWP/that seened to rock the entire structure.
"Haiii, kallah, Askelanda!" cried L'Kell, darting to the edge of

the roomto peer into the sea. His words were too quick for the
stones to catch. But the reason for his outcry becanme apparent a
nonment | ater.

KREEEE- E- E- E- E- CHH- - |

Bandi cut fell back froma wenching shriek so distorted by the

wat er that he could not have guessed its source if he hadn't been
staring right at it. Just upslope fromthem a habitat twi sted, tilted
sickeningly, and tore free fromthe cluster that was holding it. The
habi tat spun, trailing bubbles, as it cane |oose; then it rose with
seem ngly inpossible grace out of the larger structure. It ascended
rapidly, vanishing into the mst of the sea above.

"John Bandi cut!"

lk's cry made himtear his gaze away. Mst of the Neri had

dashed fromthe room Only L'Kell was left, and he was shouting
down a passageway to soneone. He turned to |k and Bandicut. "I

have to go. You can stay here. You should be safe.”

"Hrahh--1ike hell!" Ik growed. "W will go, if we can help."
"Right. But where are we goi ng?" Bandi cut asked.

"To the subs,” L'Kell said, waving for themto foll ow "W mnust

see what we can do."

"Lead on," Bandi cut sai d.

They ran.

Antares had listened with alarmas the obliq Kailan described the
nmysterious peril at the bottom of the sea, in the abyssal trench that
lay not far off fromthe site of the Neri city. The Neri did not know
what the thing was, except that it had appeared in the mdst of a
great cataclysm generations ago. But whatever it was, it caused--at
unpredi ctabl e i nterval s--both earthquakes and i nexplicably pow
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erful downcurrents of water. And not just seawater, of course, but
anything loose in the water, such as Neri sw nmers who had the

bad luck to be caught in the surges. Through the years, a good numnber
of Neri lives had been | ost that way. The worst eruptions were

al ways acconpani ed by a puzzling glow that sonehow radi ated upward
fromthe deepest abyss.

"Why do you stay here, then, with your city so close to it?" Li-Jared
had asked, with nore |logic than tact.

"Because our factories are down there--"

"In the abyss?" Li-Jared said, his electric-blue eyes wide with
amazenent .

"Not in the abyss itself, but on the | edge near the dropoff,"” Kailan
said calmy, facing themwhere they were seated on the floor of her
chanmbers. Her facial expression was domi nated by her enornous

eyes, which nade her appear intensely curious. "Wthout the factories,
we will die, say our |eaders. Perhaps they are correct." She

was silent a noment. "In recent tines, the Maw has not been too
active. It has been years since the |last very bad eruption.”

No sooner had Kail an spoken those words than the fl oor suddenly
began to shake. Antares and Kallan | ooked around in al arm

Li -Jared sprang to his feet and began paci ng nervously. "Wat's
goi ng on? What is it?" Antares caught him by the arm and cal ned
him Followi ng Kailan, they hurried back to one of the doned
roons from which they could see for thensel ves what was happeni ng.

Just as they got to the wi ndows, a piercing sound of tearing netal
began to throb through the floor. It grew to a shriek, drowning out

t he background runble. Wat they saw was dozens of habitats,

nostly downsl ope fromthem swaying on their noorings. But one,

just a few bubbles over, and a little deeper, was twisting alarmngly
on its nooring. For a nmoment it | ooked as if it were being pulled
downward; then, with an awful ripping sound, the mooring let go

and with a cascade of bubbles, the habitat floated up and away,

and vani shed.

Antares | ooked at Kailan in horror. "This is a bad one?" The obliq
was staring silently, radiating alarm

This was one of the bad ones.

Kai l an turned and asked questions of one of the other Neri in

a rapid-fire stutter. She listened inpatiently to the frantic reply, then
stood a nonment, frozen in thought.
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"Were there people in that bubbl e?" Antares asked.

Kai l an gl anced at her. "Yes. If they can get out before it breaches
surface, they m ght survive. But the habitat--could--"

"\What ?"

Kai |l an' s thoughts were obviously far ahead of Antares' question.
She whirled and ran with surprising agility back to her chamnbers.
"El beth! Instrunents on--full overhead scan!"

Ant ares gl anced at Li-Jared for only a nmonent before racing after
her .

They swept into Kailan's second room The |efthand wall was

lined with consoles; three of themwere glow ng. They were slightly
concave and shaped like fat crescents with blunt horns pointed

down. Antares stared, caught by surprise. Even in the submarines,

she had seen no indication of such electronic technology. Al three

i nstruments showed variations on a ghostly image that night have

been the ocean outside, with sonme kind of light intensification. Severa
washed- out spots | ooked |ike habitats above them just at the

edge of view near the righthand horn of the center console.
Li -Jared jabbed a finger. "Wat's that?"

Ant ares | ooked harder, then sawit--a group of dark spots, moving
into the brighter gradiant, then fading. Kailan worked at the console,
trying to inprove the image. "Teans in pursuit. But | don't

think they can catch it in time." Her fingers noved |ike a nusician's
al ong the bar-shaped controls. "Askehanda won't |ike this--but I
wonder if we can do sonething fromhere."

She touched a round depression, and all three screens blinked

and changed. The flanking screens switched to abstract inages that

wer e probably graphic representations. The center screen changed

to something that still looked literal, but nore |ike a |ong-range radar

or sonar image, with icons that seenmed to indicate nmoving bodies.
"What's that?" Antares nurnured, nervous about interrupting.
"Same view, overhead, scanner conposite," Kailan said. She

seened to be trying to center a circle on the screen over a large

synmbol , beside which text characters were changing rapidly.
"Is that the habitat?"
"Yes."

"It almost | ooks," said Li-Jared, "as if you are targeting the thing.
Is this a--?" He caught hinmself, as though afraid to ask the question
But Antares felt the tinbre of his fear and heard herself thinking
the question: Is this a weapon?
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Kailan called to El beth, "Raise Askel anda! And don't take no for
an answer."

By the time they reached the hangar, all the other subs were gone.
| k and Bandi cut scranbl ed down the conning tower hatch and got

out of L'Kell's way as he sealed the vessel and took the controls.
They subrerged with surprising speed and accel erated away from

t he hangar, through the glowi ng city. Bandi cut peered out the nose
wi ndow and cl utched for something to hold onto as L' Kell banked
around a habitat cluster and then raised the nose and began ascendi ng
qui ckly. "Where are we goi ng?" Bandi cut asked. It was

di sconcerting to watch the yell owi sh-green aura of the settl enent
recede below, the city had cone to represent nore security than

he had realized. "Are we going after the breakaway habitat ?"

"Yes, if we--" L'Kell interrupted hinself at the sound of a Neri
voi ce warbling scratchily fromthe console. He replied in a | ow,
qui ck voice--then, with a single warning cry, took the sub into a
sweeping turn and angled it back downward into a dive. "W've
been given a new assignment," he said. Bandicut's stomach | urched
at the suddenness of the change, and he braced hinmself fromthe
nose wi ndow. The notors changed pitch, then finally humred to

a higher speed as they accel erated downward.

The sub swayed drunkenly, and Bandicut realized suddenly

that L' Kell had just steered theminto the powerful downwelling current
that they had observed fromthe habitat. They were riding it

downward. But to where? H s breath caught as they passed the undersea
city, now off to their left, and continued in a steep descent.

The flickering glow fromthe abyss was in front of themnow, and

below. It |ooked like Iightning enbedded deep in the heart of a

t hunderstorm WAs that where they were headed? To confront the
Devourer?

"L'Kell ?" he nurnured.

They were approachi ng the seafl oor now, and began to foll ow
the slope, like a terrain-hugging aircraft. It was nostly rock and silt,
nmovi ng past in a featureless blur.

"They' ve got people going after the breakaway," L' Kell expl ai ned
finally. "We have a different job--to follow the current and see if
anyt hi ng's been dragged down." He was interrupted by a squawk
fromthe console. He exchanged further words with a di stant Neri
conm operator, then said to his conpanions, "A docking cradle
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br oke | oose, and was | ast seen being carried downward, toward the
factory. W nust check for damage, and see what we can do."

Bandi cut gl anced over at 1k, whose eyes were sparkling with
an inner fire. Excitenment? O alarn? "W're not going to--go all the

way down to the--what did you call it?" he asked in a husky voice.
"The Denon of Darkness, the--" kraafj'"--Mw of the Abyss,"
murmured L' Kell, his gaze fixed out the wi ndow "I hope not. There

is alot between us and it."
Bandi cut began to breathe a little nore easily.

"Still--" L' Kell's eyes shifted toward Bandi cut for a split second
"--there are never any guarantees. Are there?"

Bandi cut blinked, and suddenly w shed he hadn't asked.

Kai l an was working intently. She had the targeting circle over the
symbol representing the breakaway habitat, and was now studyi ng

a display that Antares took to be tracking data. "The habitat w Il
breach surface in three nmnutes,"” Kailan said. "There's a good
chance it will hit the collector array first."

W thout knowi ng exactly what Kailan was referring to, Antares

felt a cold sense of distance. Kailan and El beth were working with

urgent speed, and Antares was deliberately keeping her own enotions
i solated, so as not to interfere, even while trying to foll ow what

was happeni ng.

"I have Askel anda," said El beth suddenly.

"Cblig," said a dry voice, fromthe console. "W're very busy
right now W've lost a habitat."

Kai | an touched the console. "Ahktah, I'mtracking the habitat. It
wi Il pass through the solar array in tw nminutes, with probable inpact.
It will breach in tw and a half mnutes.”

The answering voice seened startled. "How do you know t hat ?"

"I amusing the beamtargeti ng scanners you consi der nonfuncti onal
There is no choice--1 nust take action. Please order your

subs clear."

Askel anda' s voice was sharp and angry. "I can't order them clear
They're trying to catch it! It's the only thing we can do."

"They cannot reach it. But | can stop it. You nust get themclear."
"Cblig--1 don't see how you think--"

"I amgoing to hole the habitat and sink it. Are the people out
yet ?"

"We don't know-there's no contact! What do you nean, sink

it?"
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"We've got to keep it frombreaching. If it hits the surface, they'l
die for sure. If I can put a hole init, we mght be able to bring it
back down before it hits. Think of the array, Askelanda! W can't
take the chance! Cet those subs out from between me and the habitat."'
"But surely you don't mean to use that anci ent weapon--"

"Ten seconds," Kailan said evenly.

"But you can't--all right--we're calling them™

"Seven. "
"Gve us time!"
"I can't. It'll be too late. Five." Kailan's fingers were flicking over

t he console. She peered up at the screen with her enornous eyes,
narrow y webbed finger poised on one key. "Two--"

"They're telling us--"

"Can't wait. Starting pul se-beam now." She pressed the key.

The screen on the left blinked back to a visible view overhead.

A thin beam of |ight shot up green, vanishing into the mist. Three
bright pulses flashed up the light thread, as though riding the beam
too fast to follow Antares glanced at Kailan. She was staring at the
center screen, where three twinkling icons were closing in on the

| arge synbol and circle. She pointed to another synbol that was
clearly a chase sub, and gestured frantically as though to sweep it
out of the way. It wasn't noving fast enough

The first twi nkle grazed the sub and bl ossonmed. Kail an tensed.

The second cleared the sub and intersected the habitat symbol. So
did the third.

The synbol bill owed expanding red rings.
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RESCUE

THE SUB'S HULL creaked di sconcertingly as they dekcended

into a darkness broken only by the occasional glimrer of

i ghtning bel ow. Bandicut was rem nded of a tine, years

ago, when he had made a toursub dive onto the site of

the sunken Titanic, four thousand nmeters down in the North Atlantic,
on Earth. It had been a haunting experience, watching the

carefully Iit weck energe fromthe darkness of the ocean grave,

t hi nki ng of the hundreds who had gone with the ship to their persona
graves. The weck had lain undisturbed for decades, and even

now, though it was a historic park, there was a sense of quietude
about it, a sonmber sense of tragedy that woul d never go away. He

had t hunbed of f the comrentary in his earphones and just watched

the fioodlit ship | oombefore themin the perpetual night, a haunting
presence of silence and solitude.

Fl oating detritus streamed backward past them now in the

sub's headlight, which was the only thing that told Bandi cut that
they were descending even faster than the current. He could stil
feel the current, as sone occasional turbul ence caught them and
swayed themclose to the limts of L'Kell's control. Fromtine to
time he heard a whispering rush of air and felt his ears popping,
as the sub's internal pressure adjusted in stages to the grow ng
pressure outside--not keeping the two equal, but reducing the
differential. It made himthink of the habitat that was rocketing
toward the surface, if it hadn't already reached it, and he shuddered
at the thought of the expl osive deconpression that must be
occurring. Wien he asked L'Kell, the Neri answered, "Wth | uck,
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anyone inside got out. They could survive a pressure change

much of the way up--but they' |l certainly die if the hull breaches
and ruptures.”

Bandi cut was silent after that. He wondered, where in all of this
were Antares and Li-Jared?

"/ Your other friends?

You nmiss them"/

/1"mworried sick about them What if they're in the breakaway
habi t at ?/

"/They mght die. Is that it?"/

/O course that's it. They're not |ike you, Charlie. Charlene, |
mean. They don't spring back to life the way you do./At |east not
as far as he knew.

"/You can call ne Charlie if you want.

This matter of dying is

an inportant business to you

isn't it?"/

/What a question! Jesus, Charlie--yes! It hurts to have your
friends die./

"/Yes, | suppose it--"/

/And | rmust tell you, it doesn't help to have you and your
fellows dying all the time, usually just when | need you the
nost . /

He coul d al nbst sense Charlene pursing her lips in thought.
"/Just |ike Charlie-Four, before ne?"/

/Vell--yeah. Don't get me wong--1'm happier with you here.

| suppose you could say that that death was a good thing./

"/ Real | y? Why?

Wuld you say that if | died?"/

/ No!/

"/Don't get upset.

I["mjust tryinR to understand."/

Bandi cut | et out a slow breath, suddenly aware of his inward
tension--stunned, in fact, by the rage and grief and bew | der ment
that were welling up inside him/Listen. Charlie-Four was a nean-spirited,
bad-t enmpered sonofabitch./But even as he said it, he felt

his inner voice catch

"/So you aren't sorry that he died."/

/1 didn't say that!/He struggled to find the words./l am sorry!
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It hurt, it always hurts. But you know as well as | do that he

woul dn't have done--well, what you did, to save Lako, for instance./
"/bu 're sure about that."/

/Yeah I'msure. He fiat-out refused. Things got tough, and he

checked out. | never knew quarx could commt suicide./

"/1f that's what he did."/

/Well, that's what it seenmed like./

"/And if he did.., was that a bad thing to do?"/ Bandicut peered noodily out
into the streamng turbid flow, and

wonder ed how deep they were and how nuch deeper they were

going. L'Kell was piloting with silent concentration./Yeah, it was,

I think. An act of cowardice. Except... | amglad for its result. |'m
gl ad you're here now. /

The quarx hesitated, and he sensed that she was debating

whet her or not to voice disagreenent.

"/ Thank you, "/

she said finally. And then she fell silent, and Bandicut found hinself
wondering if he had sonehow m ssed sonething in the di scussion.

The water becane gradually clearer even as the bottom sl ope

appeared to become siltier. It also became steeper, for a while. Then sone
i rregul ar topography |ooned into the headlight beam

the slope al nost |eveled off, then rose in sharp little peaks, which
L' Kell had to steer over or around. Then it dropped again, |eveled,
and peaked; and that pattern was repeated several tines, in a series
of stepped | edges punctuated with |ow ridges and hills. For

atine, the flickering |ight from bel ow di sappeared or was bl ocked
fromview Somnething about this topography rang a bell in his

menory, but he couldn't quite place it . .. until plunes of dark
snoky material suddenly |oomed in the headlight beam billow ng

up out of chimmeylike formations on the seafioor. The plunes

bent sideways as they were caught by the current, and then

streamed downsl ope in coiling, turbulent ribbons that flowed over

the ridges toward the abyssal depths. Bandi cut drew a sharp

br eat h.

"/You know t hese things?"/

/On Earth they're called snokers. Vol canic vents on the seafioor

If these are the sane, they'll have boiling hot water pouring out with
t he snoke--/
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"We nust steer around these hot vents," L'Kell said, banking the

sub into decelerating turns. "W are alnost there."

/ Ther e?/ Bandi cut started to ask, then had a thought./Ah, | think

I understand./

"/ What ?"/

/1"11 tell you in a nmonent. If |I'mright./

"/You could share the thought,

whet her you're ght or wong."/

Grunting, he strained to peer into the di stance. He was rewarded
seconds later by the sight of silt-covered domes and derricks

and ot her machinery energing fromthe darkness./That's it!

There it is! Their factory is located on the vent ridge! Unbelievable./
"/Why would they do that?"/

/ Heat and raw materials, | suppose. O course! Those snokers

are billowi ng up plunes of chem cals and superheated water. Wth

the right equi pnment, they could probably use that--/

"Qur factory," L'Kell said suddenly, "uses these plunes for mnera
extraction and heat. Wen it is working correctly, it can--"

"Hrahh, what is that?" Ik cried, interrupting the Neri. He pointed

to a congloneration of greyish machinery rising fromthe | edge
ahead- - and | odged against it, just visible in the headlight, what

| ooked like a nmetal framework hol ding a ghostly bubble. As they
drew cl oser, two small shapes becane visible, nmoving around inside

t he bubbl e.

"Mokin' fokin' lay nme in hell,’
"/ What ?"/

/ Not what. Who. It's Napol eon and Coperni cus. That's our bubble.

Qur star-spanner bubble./Bandicut felt the tightening of fear

in his stomach. "L'Kell--"

"Yes, | know," said L'Kell, in a tone that inplied he was very

busy at the noment. He steered close to the structure holding the

st ar-spanner bubble, then swung the sub around with notors

singing at high pitch, countering the nmovenent of the current.

L' Kell was trying to hover close to the star-spanner bubble, and the
current was trying to sweep' themaway into the darkness. He finally
had to give up and nove away. It appeared that the factory

was perched on the edge of a sharp dropoff. Bandi cut caught sight

of a glimrer of lightning in the abyssal gloom straight down beyond
t he edge.

"I hope the current will ease soon," L' Kell said. "At that point

we will return to do what we can about your bubble. In the mean-

Bandi cut whispered. "Is it really?"
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time, we nust inspect the area for anything el se that m ght be
caught --and for danmage to the factory." He didn't el aborate, but
Bandi cut renenbered his earlier remarks. The Neri's machi ne-makers
wer e breaking down. And without them the Neri faced disaster

"WIl you bring teans down to repair the factory?" |k asked.

The Neri conpleted a maneuver before answering. He was

gui ding the sub over the neighboring | andscape, angling this way
and that to inspect what |ooked Iike an abandoned alien settlenment
on the bl eak surface of a nobon. Finally he said, "W would--if we
knew how. "

Bandi cut opened his mouth to say sonething, then closed it.
What coul d he say? What could either of them say?

"Cblig, turn off your weapon! You' ve hit one of our subs," rasped
a male Neri voice, not Askelanda's. "W need to get help to them"

Kail an's finger was poised for more shots. She held off, watching

t he di splay. The sound of three concussions thunped through

the walls, delayed by distance. "W've hit the breakaway," she

breat hed, "but did we put a big enough hole in it?" Her finger traced
the likely path of the habitat up to a series of long, horizontal I|ines

on the screen. "Still rising. It takes time to flood."
"Cbliqg, please acknow edge!"

"Message received," Kailan snapped. "Standing by. But keep the
line of fire clear!" Kailan hesitated, watching the display. "It's not

sl owi ng fast enough. kay--your sub is clear. Firing again!"
Three flashes went up the thread of |ight.
They hit the habitat synbol.

The synbol was still rising, approaching the horizontal |ines that
represented the solar array, not far below the surface. But the habitat
was slowing. It nearly touched one of the array symbols, as it

cane to a stop. It hung there for a few nonents, then began to sink
Three thunps, del ayed.

"Obliqg!" Askel anda's voice again, sharp

"Turning off power to the weapon,” Kailan said. "The habitat is

com ng back down. It may have struck one solar collector, but I

beli eve not. Can you get a grapple on it now? If there's anyone stil
aboard, they'll need help."

The answer was a m xture of angry acknow edgnent and shouts
and orders in the background.
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Kai | an stepped back fromthe console and said to El beth, "W
must neet with Askel anda. Pl ease ask for a sub, as soon as they

can send one." She turned to Antares and Li-Jared. "There will be
trouble over this, | amafraid. Askelanda and | do not see eye to
eye on all of these matters. And now it will only be worse."

"Why?" Antares asked. "Because of the habitat?"

"Because the Maw of the Abyss has awakened," Kailan answered.
Gesturing to El beth, she asked her assistant to | ead the

guests back to the submarine hangar. "I'Il neet you there," she said,
and quickly slipped away through a doorway on the far side of the
room

*

The current finally slackened, and tapered off into a leisurely horizontal
flow L'Kell was clearly relieved when he no | onger had

to fight to keep them from bei ng dragged deeper into the abyss.

The eerie glow had flickered out. Once it was gone, Bandicut felt

an even greater sense of depth, as they noved about in darkness
broken only by their own headlight. He wondered just how deep

they really were now -and deci ded that he woul d rat her not

know. On Earth, as he recalled, volcanic vents were thousands of
neters deep

L' Kell turned the sub. "We'll go back to your bubble in a no-

ment, but | rnust check something first." They glided above sone

machi nery that seened half buried in silt--the result, apparently,

of the powerful downward flow just now. He made a rasping sound

that Bandicut interpreted as displ easure.

"I's somnet hi ng wr ong?"

The Neri pointed to a spot not far in front of them where four

short masts stuck up into the current. Just beyond them a snol dering
vent billowed a thick cloud of snoke. It took Bandi cut a nonent

to realize that the masts were broken; sonething had been attached
to them quite recently. "That was the | ast exterior |oading assistant,
for nmoving equi pment out of the factory and into subs. It has broken
away." L'Kell stared at the spot in obvious dismay.

"Can't you replace it?" Bandicut asked. "Surely there nmust be a

way. "
"The factory itself used to nake repairs like that," L' Kell said
softly. "But it does not do so anynore. And |--we--do not know

what to do about it. W do not have the know edge, and even we
cannot work easily at this depth."
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Bandi cut stared at him then at Ik, who was silently contenplating the
problem And he suddenly thought,/You don't suppose

you know, | wonder if it could be--/
"/ | see your thoughts, but do not understand.
"Nano-shit'? "/
/1t's only a guess, but it stands to reason. |I'Il have to ask L'Kell.
But if he doesn't have the know edge--/
"/ Submi croscopi ¢ machi ne.ty?
Se.ll:replicating assenbl ers?
Self-repairing construction units?"/
The quarx's voi ce becane subdued, as she tried to interpret his
menories, which included a conpl ex amal gam of feelings. Nano-assenbl ers
were an inportant part of the infrastructure of the human
civilization he had come from but it was m sprogramred nanoneds
--mcroscopic cellular repair units injected into his body--that had
destroyed his career by crippling his ability' to neurolink. It was the
nanomeds that had | eft himvulnerable to attacks of silence-fugue.
"/ Whoa.
This is something | need to know nore about,
yes?"/
/1 suppose so. Help yourself to the records. Ask ne if you have
guestions./ He didn't want to think about it right now He especially
didn't want to think about it while he was a couple of mles
underwat er and as vul nerabl e to cl austrophobi a as he was ever
likely to be in his life. He shivered in the dark, trying not to | ook
beyond the little pool of light projected by the sub's headlight. The
thi ngs that could cone out of the dark..
The t hought faded, probably with hel p. He thought a quiet

t hanks, and said to L'Kell, "Can you tell me anything about how
your factory works? | have a reason for asking."

L' Kel | was occupied for a noment with the controls. "I don't

know how it works, really. It takes the raw materials, and the heat.
And in--" klaa "--tanks filled with Iiquids, the nachines that we
need just ... appear. O they did." He brought the sub around to

a new heading. "Perhaps it is--" kraff "--nmagic, and the nmagic is

gone. O perhaps the--" kraafJf"--Maw has done sonething, has
decided that it should not be allowed to continue."

"Or perhaps,” Bandicut nused, "the nano-constnttors have quit
wor ki ng because they have broken down. O because their progranm ng
has gone wong. | wonder--" And he suddenly realized
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t hat he was speaking al oud, and wi shed that he'd kept silent unti
he knew nore.

But L'Kell had heard him "You wonder what? Do you have the
power to heal machines, as well as people?"

Bandi cut shivered, and shook his head. 1k was staring at himin
puzzl ement. Charlie was waiting for himto voice his thoughts, too.

The sub's headlight crawl ed over a rising nechanical structure,

and within the pool of |ight the broken docking frame and the star-spanner
bubbl e suddenly appeared. The sub slowed as it approached

the bubble. In its shelter, clearly visible, were the robots

Napol eon and Coperni cus.
"l can't heal machines,"”
can."

Bandi cut said finally. "But maybe they

Li -Jared and Antares stood fidgeting on the dock of the sub hangar
waiting for Kailan to join them The water surface, inches fromtheir
feet, was jiggling with vibrations fromthe current outside, and perhaps
fadi ng aftershocks fromthe quake. Li-Jared hated | ooking

down into the water, so he tried to distract hinself by talking to
Antares. "Has it stopped yet?" he nmurnured, turning sideways to

i nspect the walls.

"It's not going to stop until we |leave this planet,"” Antares nused,

and he was startled to realize that there was a hint of hunor in her

voice. He felt Antares brush the under-layers of his mind, and knew
that she was trying to help him But she seened pretty edgy herself.

"I meant the quake," he said.

"I know." The Thespi's hand touched his armfor a nonment. He
closed his eyes, regaining his center, grateful for her cal m ng presence.
"Actually," she said, "I think it is abating. But there's a |ot of
nmoverrent of silt out there. A strong current. | hope we don't go
out in that."

Li -Jared bonged softly to himself. "I'm sure they know what

they're doing. But why do they need us to deci de what to do about
this--" he took a hissing breath "--Maw of Darkness?"

"I suspect it is no coincidence that we are here to assist with
this problem" Antares said. But if she had other thoughts on that,

she did not voice them

It seened as if they had been waiting forever. But by the tine



Kail an arrived, Li-Jared was feeling better. Still, he was surprised to

see the obliq carrying sonething about the size of a briefcase-
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satchel, and two of her assistants carrying simlar cases. "My | ask,"
he said, "what we're about to do?"

"We are going to see if we can convince the ahktah that we

woul d be better served worrying about what |ies bel ow us than worrying
about what |ies above," Kailan said. "I do not know if we wll

succeed. But you two..."

Li -Jared waited. "W two what ?"

Kai | an' s bl ack, huge-eyed face was unreadable. "You two cone
fromthe stars beyond. So, | believe, does this demon, this Maw of
the Abyss. Therefore, if anyone can help us to understand and contro
it, you can. Wuld you not say so?"

Li-Jared felt Antares' surprise and di smay before he even turned
to nmeet her eyes.

*

Using the sub's external manipulators, L'Kell worked for sone tine
rigging attachment |lines onto the docking frane. He had al ready

called for assistance, and by the tine he had his Iines on the frane,
anot her submarine had joined them This one attached lines on the

ot her side of the docking frame. Inside the star-spanner bubble, at

| east until the silt swirl obscured it fromsight, the robots could be
seen wat ching the proceedings with apparent interest. There had

been no conmmuni cation with them and it seened unlikely that they
woul d have been able to see Bandicut's face through the glare. He
wonder ed what they thought was happeni ng.

Bot h subs applied gentle power. The lines tightened, and the

subs began lifting fromopposite sides of the bubble. Huge cl ouds

of fresh silt swirled up fromthe bottom |argely obscuring the view
The notors groaned, and so did the lines and the hull, as they lifted
t he docking frame and bubbl e. Bandi cut gl anced around nervously.

Sonet hi ng cl anged, and a jar reverberated through the hull. One

of the lines had caught sonehow, and was causing the sub to yaw

to the right. L'Kell called to the other Neri pilot and touched a contro
to subdue the novenment. Everything settled back to the bottom

"Somet hing' s hangi ng up when we lift."

"Wwuld it help,"” Bandicut asked, "if we could talk to the robots?
Convey instructions to then"

The Neri's round eye peered at himfor a nmoment.
"I's there any way to anplify our voices out there?"

"You nmean really talk to then? Ch. Sure." L'Kell touched a
switch on the console. "CGo ahead."

"CAN | JUST TALK?"
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Bandi cut started at the sound of his voice ringing outside the
hull. He blinked as he heard a distant, scratchy voice in reply.
"Hell 0? Is that you, John?"
H s heart raced. "NAPO pounds OH COPERNI CUS./ CAN YOU HEAR
ME? I T'S BANDI CUL7"H s cry seened to reverberate al ong the ocean

bottom L'Kell adjusted the control to reduce the vol une.

"W hear you, Cap'n. Can you advi se us what is happeni ng?" It

sounded |i ke Napol eon
We're trying to rescue you! But you're snagged on sonething."
Bandi cut glanced at L' Kell. "How can they hel p?"
L' Kell| peered out into the silt-obscured sea. "Ask if they can see

anything, like the docking frame and that structure they're | odged
agai nst. Maybe they can tell us where they're caught."”

"Nappy? Coppy?" he called. "Can your scanners penetrate the
water at all? Qur vision is obscured. W can't tell where you' re hung

up. "

"Aye, Cap'n. It's this overhang above us, and half a neter aft of
center. Can you see it?"

Bandi cut peered, but the water was too turbid. L' Kell spoke on
his coomto the Neri in the other sub, then said, "Can they say
whi ch way we need to nove?"

Bandi cut rel ayed the question, and the robots replied that they
needed to drop slightly, then nmove forward until they were clear
of the obstruction

L' Kell made a rasping sound. "Difficult, difficult.” He spoke to

the other sub. They started their nmotors again, and the lines tightened.
He applied sideways thrust as he lowered the sub until it was

so close to the bottomthat it was scraping up silt

"Napol eon?"

"Forward thrust, please. Wait./Wait./"

The sub suddenly slewed, and there was a thunp as the docking

franme jarred into a new obstruction. L'Kell nmuttered as he cut

the motors. The sub veered, then slammed into a boul der buried
inthe silt. L'Kell fought to regain control of the sub, while Bandi-cut



struggled to catch his breath.

"The lines are catching--too | ow," Napol eon reported. "Hold

on. We're going to try to get the star-spanner bubble to help us with
buoyancy control ." Napol eon fell silent, then, while Bandi cut and

I k | ooked at each other in puzzlenment, and L'Kell worked to keep

t he sub steady.

"Ckay," said the robot finally. As they peered out in amazemnent,



THE I NFINITE SEA , 117

t he bubble slowy sank about one-half neter. "You can take us out
now. Straight and |evel."

Bandi cut blinked and relayed the instruction. Wth great care,

L' Kell and the other pilot guided their subs forward, with the | oad
sl ung between them They noved in near-blindness at first; then

the remaining current carried away enough of the suspended silt to

reveal nost of the docking frame and star-spanner bubbl e.
"You're lifting us again," called the robot.

They eased back and all owed sone slack in the lines.
"That's good. Forward again."

A mnute later, they were clear of the obstruction. "Wl done!"
Bandi cut cried. He was answered by a series of clicking, rasping
whoops fromthe robots.

The two pilots increased power and carried the frame-and-bubble,
suspended between them to a point of safety, well away

fromthe edge of the abyss. Then they set it down to rearrange their
lines for proper, |ong-distance towing. As L' Kell brought them close
to the bubble, Bandicut waved joyfully to the robots, who flashed
their lights in reply. The two pilots spent sone time changing the
rigging, and at | ast began the |aborious clinmb back toward the
city--the bubble and its franme floating well above the bottom

slung between the subs.

It was going to be a long trip back--but a better trip, Bandicut
t hought, than the journey down.



AFTERVATH

"IE wE HAD al l owed the habitat to breach," Kail an snapped,
"not only would it have killed everyone on board, instead

of just three, it would have destroyed part of the sol ar
array, too."

Ant ares ducked out of the way to avoid being hit by webbed
hands as the two angry Neri strode around one another, gesturing.
She and Li-Jared noved farther to one side.

"And that, bliq, is howyou justify firing upon one of my submarines?"
Askel anda stretched his hands w de. "How can you dism ss

t he deaths of three people so casually?"

"I amnot dismssing their deaths," Kailan said with rising indignation
"They were ny friends and I'mas sorry to send them on

their spirit-journeys as you."

Askel anda made a gesture of apparent supplication, fromhis
breast toward her, as though to acknow edge her grief. But what
Antares felt comng fromhimwas disbelief. "So, then," he said,
"pl ease expl ai n why you--"

"Nor did | fire upon your submarine!" Kallan interrupted. "Qur
submarine. | gave warning, | begged you to nmove the sub. But you

did not get it clear in tinme. There were lives at stake--and not just
in the habitat and the sub."

Askel anda turned, arnms crossed. Explain.

Kal | an strode a few paces, then glanced at Antares and Li-Jared,

perhaps to make sure they were listening. "Askelanda, inmagine a

habi t at bubbl e bursting into the air--probably expl oding from deconpression
How much cl earer a signal could you send to the |anders:

Here we are, if you want toff'nd us/"
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Askel anda stopped his pacing and peered at her. For the first

time, he seened to take her point seriously. "Perhaps, Obliqg."'landers
had been on the water, watching. But really--what were the

chances of that?"

Kal | an gazed at himwi th pal pabl e annoyance. "Ahktah, if we

know t hey have been working at the new salvage site, is it not possible
that they might be found el sewhere on the sea, as well? isn't

it possible that they mi ght have scanni ng equi prent for searching
above the sea, as we have it for searching wthin--which could enable
themto detect an expl osion?" She paused for his reaction. "No?

You didn't believe in ny instrunents, either, Ahktah."

Askel anda turned away with a |l ow, grunbling sound.

Antares listened in fascination to the verbal sparring. There was
clearly nore at stake here than whether or not Kallan did the right
thing in destroying the broken habitat. Askel anda the ahktah--the

mal e | eader--was struggling, not just with the obliq s actions, but
with the power that she wielded in her use of a technology he did

not understand. How, Antares wondered, could that be? Were Aske-l|anda
and the male Neri so preoccupied with their explorations and

their sea-farming and their search for sal vageabl e equi pnent t hat

they coul d not conprehend the value of the obliq s know edge? It
seened a peculiar kind of blindness. But not one that she coul dn't
have w tnessed on her own world, in one form or another

Li -Jared spoke up, with a bongi ng apol ogy. "Excuse me--very

sorry--but just so I can understand, don't the | anders already know
where to find you?"

Both Neri | eaders paused to gaze at the Karellian. "If they knew
where to find us, they would have been here by now," sai d Aske-I|anda.
"It may be the only thing that has kept us from open war-fare--instead
of these skirm shes by night, where we barely even

see each other."

Kai | an drew her shawl cl ose around her, the golden threads glittering.
"I doubt," she said, "that they think rmuch about us, or care where we live."
"They care enough to poison the sea," Askel anda said softly.

"Or," said Kailan, "they don't care enough, and so they poison

the sea."

Li -Jared was clearly confused. "Then your conflict--"

"I's not an open battle, no," said Kailan. "In my opinion, they

don't regard us as rmuch worth troubling about. Neverthel ess--" and

she turned to Askel anda to conplete her point "--if we continue
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to probe a salvage site which clearly interests them and which ny
techni ci ans have not found a way to nake use of anyway--"
"I was not aware you had given up," Askel anda sai d.

"W have not given up. But why risk this--when we have a
| arger eneny to worry about, and a factory that no | onger functions?"

"If the factory functioned, we wouldn't have to risk it," Aske-|anda
said, with exasperation

Li -Jared interrupted again. "By |larger enemy, you mean--"

"Of course," said Kailan. "The Creature of Darkness. The Maw

of the Abyss. Perhaps you can tell us howto stop it. But if not, and
wi thout the factory--" She turned her gaze to Askel anda. "Wy remain
here, facing disaster?"

"Why move, and risk |osing everything that way, Obliqg? The
Maw has been sl eeping for many years."

"Sleeping fitfully, Askelanda. Very fitfully. And now it has awakened.'

Askel anda started to reply, but instead turned to stare out into
the sea, where scores of Neri swinmrers were hard at work repairing
damage fromthe quake, and where the last of the returning rescue
subs were gliding into the city toward their docks.

"If you don't mind," L' Kell said, as he assisted the others out of the
sub and onto the dock, "I would like to take your plan directly to
Askel anda. "

"OF course,"” said Bandicut. "But first--"

"After you check on your robots,” L'Kell said, with a husky hiss
t hat Bandi cut was begi nning to recogni ze as | aughter.

They waited at the edge of the hangar while a crew of Neri maneuvered

t he star-spanner bubble into a makeshift docking collar

A floating platformwas tied into place, and at |ast Bandicut was able

to step over to the bubble and crouch al ongside it, peering down

through its curved top. The two robots blinked at him their sensor-arrays
turning this way and that.

"Wwuld you like to use this?" Ik said, handing himhis rope.

"Thanks." Bandi cut held the coiled rope close to the bubble. A

gl ow bl ossomed from around his hand through the cl osest portion

of the bubble menbrane. He reached through w thout difficulty,

shook the coil out and dangl ed one end of the rope toward the

robots. The other end he passed back to Ik, who ran it over an overhead
brace on the docking collar, then dropped it onto the floating
platform where it secured itself.
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After a nonment, there was a tug, and the rope began contract-

ing, lifting the first robot. Copernicus enmerged fkomthe bubble, dangling
fromthe rope |like an oversized puppy, and Bandi cut haul ed
awkwardly to pull himover onto the floating dock. "Coppy! Aml
glad to see you! Are you all right?"

The robot ticked and whirred, his wheels rotating slightly be-
fore he touched down. "Cap'n, we are now. W did not think we
woul d survive, once we were carried away in that downdraft."
"Well, you can thank L' Kell here for getting us to you--"

"Thank you," said the robot.

"--later, | nean. First, can you help nme get Napol eon out?"

"OfF course." Copernicus's sensor-array spun. "lk! How good to

see you unharmed. May | ask where Antares and Li-Jared are?"
"Hrrm well, we don't actually know-"

"Quys, let's get Napoleon out first," Bandicut interrupted.

"OfF course." Copernicus turned and extended a nmetal armto

hel p pull on the rope.

"Hold on. Let me drop it to him" Bandicut fed the rope back into
t he bubbl e, and soon Napol eon energed. As they haul ed Napol eon
onto the dock, Copernicus backed his rear wheels dangerously close
to the edge. "Woa, Coppy--watch it! You can't swimnm"

The nonkeyl i ke Napol eon hooked a netal hand onto Coper -

ni cus and | eaned back, holding him "I have you," he said, stag-
gering a little.

Ik Hm "Let's try not to lose both of you. Are you robots waterproof?."
"I think I once was," Copernicus answered. "But ny seals and

bushi ngs have suffered the effects of wear."

"Let's get away fromthe open water," Bandicut urged. He was
trying to think how they could possibly put the robots back down
at that crushing depth and have them do any useful work.

"I"ve just been told," L' Kell said, helping themonto the encir-
cling wal kway, "that a farewell--" kresshh "--service is about to
begin for those who recently died."

"Thor ek?" Bandi cut asked, suddenly sober

"And those killed in the quake. One by rockslide, and three in

the habitat that broke away."

"Rakh--it breached, then?" asked Ik.

"No." L'Kell explained how it had been brought down. "A controversi al
action. But five others were able to swimout as the habitat

fell back down."
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Anot her Neri called to L'Kell from across the hangar, and he answered,
"In a moment." To the others: "I must go join the parting

swim You may watch frominside, if you w sh."

Wth the help of two of the other Neri, Bandicut and Ik saw to

it that the robots were safely parked in a roomjust a short ranp up
fromthis level; then they hurried up a conpani onway to one of the
doned rooms next door.

The farewell swi m began in the open-water space between two

| arge clusters of habitat bubbles, a sort of plaza in front of the artificial
reef they had passed on their trip into the city the first tine.

| k and Bandi cut peered out the done vindow at fifty or so Neri

swi mer s gat hered around the seven fallen--two nore than L' Kel

had evidently been aware of. The dead were floating on narrow litters,
their bodies garlanded with Iong coils of sea-fronds. Each litter

was kept steady by four Neri, and as they began to swim all the

ot hers began a procession, surrounding the dead on all sides. At

the head of the procession was a Neri dressed with long trailers of
sea-frond, sinmilar to the dead.

The procession noved through the plaza, passing in front of the

done where Bandicut and |k stood watching. They had been joi ned

by Hargel, the young Neri who had briefly served as their jailor

"They will acconpany the fallen out of the city and into the great
Sweepi ng Current, where they will rejoin the circle of the sea,”
Har gel sai d.

"WIl they sinply float on forever, then?" |k asked.

Hargel | ooked at himw th apparent puzzlenent, as if he had

not understood the question. "Look there," he said, pointing up into

t he darkness ahead of the procession

Movement was visible in the water, but faint, |ike ghostly inpressions,
fleeting in the water. "Pikarta, "he said. "Spirit carriers.”

Bandi cut squinted into the darkness. The quarx monentarily in-

creased his light sensitivity. The room glared painfully around him
but out in the darkness, he caught a glinpse of large white streamnined
shapes. "Eaters," he murnured, as the brightness faded again.

"/ Sha rks? "/

/ Sonet hing like that--/

Hargel turned his large black eyes for a glance at Bandicut.

"Yes." He | ooked back out, watching the procession pass bel ow

them "They have been drawn to us by an offering."
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"An of fering?"

"Towed by a sub."

Bandi cut shuddered. "And they won't attack.., prematurely?"

Hargel made a rippling gesture with his hand. "They usually

strike only when there is rapid or violent novenent in the water

O snells of an offering. But the snells are being carried on the
current ahead of the procession.” Hargel watched the novenent of

t he acconpanyi ng swi nmers. ©Many of them were now noving in

a kind of ballet around the dead, turning and spiraling and falling
t hrough the water.

"/ They are gmeying..."/

/ Sayi ng farewel |,/ Bandi cut agreed, and suddenly his heart becane
full of grief for Charlie-Four, whatever the reasons for his departure,
and Charlie-Three not all that |ong before him and all the

Charlies he had lost to tine and death. And he thought of Julie
Stone, and of Earth, and it was all he could do to renmain standing,
one hand on the dome w ndow.

"/1t is good to grieve, Ithink."/

/1 suppose./He wasn't sure that it felt all that good, but there

was a confort in sharing his grief with the sea-people, who sent
their fallen out to rejoin the circle of the sea. And, he realized after
a nonent.., in sharing with this quarx, with Charl ene.

"/1do share it,"/

she whi spered, and he knew that she neant not just his grief, but
her own, for all of the quarx who had gone before, perhaps even

for the quarx race itself.

"I's that," said Ik, "the healer |eading the procession?"

"Yes, that's Corono,' said Hargel. "He is our boltopb, our spirit

| eader. Those who cannot be heal ed, he leads on the spirit-journey.”
The heal er and the processi on were soon past Bandicut and his
conpani ons, naking their way through the habitat clusters and out

of the city. "Just beyond the edge of the darkness, where our channel ed
current rejoins the Sweeping Current, they will set the travelers
free. "

They watched in silence, and soon after the last of the procession
had di sappeared into the undersea mst, the first of those returning
reappear ed. Bandicut thought he saw a faster novenment in

t he di stance, and nudged Charlie into giving hima few nonents

of hei ghtened sensitivity. The world around himturned bright; he
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saw a few quick novenents of white, before his vision blurred

/Was that--?/

"/ Pikarta striking? I'mnot certain..."/

Bandi cut thought it was. He | ooked up and gazed across the

pl aza at the panorama of habitats. "John Bandicut," he heard |k say,
and he turned to look to his right, toward the next habitat in the
cluster that they were a part of. He noticed that others were peering
out of domes at the procession, as well. Two of them waved,

and it took himseveral heartbeats to realize that they were Antares
and Li-Jared.

Li -Jared sprang forward, bonging, to neet them enbracing Ik and
springi ng away, then enbracing Bandicut. H's eyes were alive with
fire--two narrow, vertical, alnond-shapes of gold, bisected with

el ectric-blue bands. Antares' eyes had their own shimer of pale
gol d around bl ack pupils. She was behind Li-Jared, but she ran forward,
stones sparkling at her throat with pleasure and wel cone.

Bandi cut threw his arms around her and squeezed her in a long
enbrace, and only after he'd stepped back, holding her |ong-fingered
hand for a monent, did he quite realize what he'd done. "Damm, am| glad to
see you!" he murnured huskily.

Ant ares seened startled, but not displeased by the hug. She

radi ated a burst of warmh, her nouth crinkling--then, a second
|ater, visibly drew back into her nore famliar reserve. "I am

very happy to see you, too. Both of you." She turned and

squeezed Ik's armin greeting. "And the robots? Have you heard
fromthenP"

"They're safe. It was a near thing," Bandicut said. H s nind, at

that nmoment, was full of the sensation of Antares pressed agai nst
him and her faintly piney scent. He blinked and shook his nind
clear.

"/1"1l have to ask you

nore about these sensations.

Especial ly--"/

/ Not - - now -/

Bandi cut expl ai ned what had happened--and nearly hap-pened--to

the robots. "And you two?"

He and Ik listened as their friends described their neeting with
Kail an. "Who is this oblig?" Bandicut asked. "Is she here with you?"
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"Kail an swamwith the procession," answered Antares. "l expect
we'll be able to rejoin her soon.”
"Along with L'Kell," said Ik.

"You mean," said Bandicut, "that we can actually relax for a few
m nutes?" He let out a long, slowsigh. "I don't think | can believe
it."

He heard footsteps behind himjust then, and L'Kell's voice.
"Have you found each other? Good! | hope you were confortable
wat chi ng the procession. Are you ready for a conference?"

Bandi cut opened his mouth and cl osed it. Approachi ng behind

L'Kell was a taller Neri of slighter build, greenish skin, and very different
dress--instead of the harness, a shawl that glittered with gol d-col ored
thread. This Neri--a femal e?--had two daught er- st ones

glimering on the sides of her head. He bowed slightly. "Are you

Kai | an?

"I ndeed, and | have heard of your actions on our behal f," said
the Neri. "I ampleased to nmeet you, John Bandicut and Ik. Is it true
t hat your robots night have the ability to repair our factories?"

Bandi cut blinked in surprise. Wrd traveled fast. 'Perhaps," he
sai d.

"Then l et us go where we can speak of such matters," said
Kai | an.

What that meant, as it turned out, was adjourning to a | arge neeting
room where no fewer than a dozen Neri coul d pace endl essly

around each other as they talked. It seemed to be the Neri nethod

of hol ding a conference. Bandicut found it dizzying. It was like trying
to talk to a school of fish, weaving back and forth, around and

around. The Neri seened to have significant areas of conflict anong

t hensel ves, but his proposal had themintrigued. He was starting

to wish that he'd kept quiet about it until he was sure.

"I do not understand this nanotech,"” Kailan said, waving her
hands as she paced. "What is it you nmean?"

Bandi cut spread his hands, trying to think howto make it clear.
"That's the termwe used back on nmy honmeworl d, Earth. It neans

machi nes smaller than you can see with your eye, al nost smaller

than you can imagine. It was an inportant part of our technol ogy--for
maki ng things, repairing things, even ... healing people." He
couldn't help wincing alittle over that |ast.

At the word healing, Askel anda wheel ed around, his expression
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filled with a newintensity. Did he understand the difference between
what Bandi cut had done in his healing and what was being

described now? O did he regard Bandi cut as a kind of alien w zard,
who had perforned certain services as requested, but now was

holding out a little?

Bandi cut tried to explain. "Not like what | did with Lako. That

heal i ng--" and as he groped for words he touched his tenple, w shing
he coul d touch Charlie and show them"--was different. That
was.., mnd to mnd. | didn't actually heal; | only hel ped Lako hea

hi nsel f. Nanotech is different. It's nachines.”
Askel anda relaxed a little, and continued pacing, while |istening.

"What |'mtal king about now," Bandicut continued, "is manufacturing
processes, which | think may be simlar to what you use
in your factory. |I'm guessing, please understand--but it sounds

right, because of what L'Kell described, about your factory using

m nerals fromthe hot vents, and tanks of l|iquid that objects are
made in. |'mbetting that your factory uses tiny machi nes that
reproduce thenselves rapidly, then work together to turn raw materials
into nmuch | arger machines.” He weaved his head, trying to

foll ow Askel anda and Kai |l an.

Askel anda sai d not hing. But Kailan paused and peered at him

with interest.

"And on nmy world, those tiny machines are--or were--con-trolled

by programm ng, nuch as ny robots are." He decided not

to nmention that he wasn't really sure how nmuch his robots were
controll ed anynore by their original programming. And as for whatever
had taken its place--could he even call that progranm ng? It

was nmore like a life process. "lIt's difficult to explain, really.”

Kail an said, "W understand.., programming, | think. Some of

us do, anyway--a little. Cchile, we call it." She paced toward Aske-l| anda,
and veered away. "W use it in our repairs and nodifications.

Qur--" kraaa "--changers--repair devices--require us to

specify the changes we want themto make."

"Then you do have sone know edge of how t hese things work,"

Bandi cut said, startled.

"Very little," she adnmtted. "The know edge that produced the

changers is lost to us, or at |least inaccessible, and we are linmted to
using the devices as best we can.”
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Bandi cut took a nonment to absorb Kailan's words. "Then your--changers--"
"Can sonetimes heal malfunctions, and sometines alter machinery

from one purpose to another. But their capabilities are

l[imted, and they cannot construct fromraw materials,"” Kailan said.
"Then," said Ik, "is that what you do with sal vaged machi nery?"

"That's right. It's our only way to maintain our surroundings in

t he absence of new equi prment,"” said Kailan. "And the nore equi pnent

is lost, or falls into a state of final disrepair, the nore our

chances of |ong-term survival decline."

"And--" Bandi cut swi vel ed back and forth between Kail an and

Askel anda "--who anmong you actual ly maintai ns such know edge

and skill?"

Askel anda spoke in a runble. "It is Ooliq Kailan and her assistants

who maintain the stores of arcane know edge, and perform

nost of the technical alterations--while those who serve directly
under ny authority--"

"/--nmeani ng the nal es?"/

/1 think so./

"--are busy provisioning, and searchi ng out new sources of supplies,
and when necessary, occupied with self-defense." Askel anda
stretched out his arns. "And with extending our reach and know edge
of our present world."

"We all, "said Kailan, "work at trying to understand what is happening
in the world around us. Especially in the abyss."

Askel anda waved hi s hands, pacing back and forth. "The obliq

feels that | amtoo focused on keeping the present sal vage area
open, given the setbacks and | osses--despite the growi ng need for
new machinery to maintain our city."

"That is correct,” said Kailan. "It is the Maw of the Darkness that
nost threatens us." She wheel ed back toward Askel anda, arnmns

wi de.

Li -Jared scranbl ed out of the way, bonging softly. He'd had

enough of the pacing. From Antares cane a soft sense of: Patience.
Have patience.

"W will not settle that disagreenent here," said Askel anda.

"But since we have no ot her hope of repairing our factories, we mnust consider
our visitors' plan to assist us. But we nust al so protect

our sal vage areas, which may be our only remaining source of

equi pnent . "
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"Quite so," said Kailan. When the senior Neri showed surprise,
she said, "Let us hear our guests out."
"Very well," said Askelanda, turning to Bandicut. "Wuld you
conti nue?"
Bandi cut gl anced at his friends. Antares was swaying slightly

back and forth, as if to join in the pacing wthout actually moving

from her spot. Bandicut wanted to screamat themall to stand still,

but instead, he drew a breath and said, "My plan was to connect

Napol eon and Copernicus to the factory control system-and see
if they can determ ne what has gone wong."

"I's this possible?" asked Kailan, peering at him "They are not
even of our world."

Bandi cut shrugged. "That is true. But they have had sone experience
in joining with machines of alien origin." Though as he

said it, he thought: Even on Shipworld, they didn't do anything |like
this.

"But surely they cannot rebuild broken factories," said Aske-I|anda.
"Can they even function at that depth?"

"I'"'m hoping that you can find a way to protect themfromthe

depth," Bandicut admitted. "But no, they would not repair the factory
t hensel ves--any nore than | repaired Lako when | joined with

him If | understand correctly, your factories are supposed to be able
to repair thenselves."

"That was true, until the repair machi nes broke down," Aske-landa
sai d.

"Then is it not possible that they might be restarted with a programm ng
change?"

Askel anda paused, staring.

"If the repair units are self-replicators, and if there are any repair
units still intact, the factory mi ght have a chance of repairing
itself. It mght be that the programming itself has failed, or needs
adj ust ment . "

"Are you certain of this?"

"Not at all. I"'msaying it's possible.™



Askel anda and Kail an exchanged sharp | ooks and qui et words,

then Kail an said, "You give us hope. Wiat we face nowis certain
deat h--or undoubted | osses, if we attenpt to nove our people. But
even your success with the factory m ght not be enough."

"You nean, the Maw?"

Kai l an made a | ow, nurnuring sound. "Whatever happens with
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the factory, it will still be there. And I'mnot certain that we can
sur -

vive that threat if we stay."

"Hmm " said k. "Are you saying that it night be necessary to
nove.., your entire city? Could you do that?"

The tension between Kail an and Askel anda becamne pal pabl e.
"Very difficult, and very dangerous," Askel anda said at last. "And
wi t hout the factory--"

"Your whole way of life is threatened,” nurnured IKk.

"/Unl ess they |learn to manufacture

what they need thensel ves. "/

/No way they could do that in the short term Not with so nuch

of their life support based on things like those menbranes which
we don't even understand. That's gotta be nanotech./

"Neverthel ess," said Kailan, "Neri have noved in the past, and

we might have to nmove in the future. Unless--" and she peered at

each of the conpany in turn "--you who cone fromthe stars can
find a way to stop the Maw from destroying us."

yhry |
/ Moki n" foke,/ Bandicut nuttered silently. /That's why we're

here, isn't it?/

There was a long silence. Finally Askel anda said, "Let us worry
about one thing at a tine. John Bandi cut, what do you need to en-
abl e your robots to attenpt this thing?"

Bandi cut drew his thoughts back to the present. "They need to

be protected fromwater and pressure--and somehow connect ed

to the control center. Do you have a way to do that?"

"I'f you need it to be done, we will find a way to do it."

"Thank you."



"You saved Lako. Perhaps you can do this, as well. Watever

you need, ask L'Kell." And with that, Askelanda strode fromthe
room

But Kailan's expression seened exceedingly worried as she

wat ched t he ahktah | eave.



FACTORY EXPEDI TI ON

THEY SPENT THE night in surprisingly confortable quarters,

several |evels above the "conference" room The Neri pro-

vided themw th cured fish and various kinds of fruit, including

j uice squeezed from seaweed berries. For sleep

they were given coarsely textured bl ankets woven from cottonlike
fibers. Bandicut, Ik, and Li-Jared slept in one room Antares in an
adj oi ni ng room

One by one, they awoke--and sat, nibbling at their food in silence.
Was there an alnost inperceptible lifting of the darkness outside

t he habitat? Bandi cut thought so, as he rubbed his eyes and

wondered what tine of the day it really was. According to his wistwatch,
they had slept for six or seven hours. But he had no idea

what the length of a day was on this planet, or how the Neri kept
track of tinme in the endless dark

By the time Hargel came to attend to their needs and to escort

Bandi cut back to the sub hangar, Antares still hadn't awakened. So
Bandi cut said good-bye to Ik and Li-Jared and fol |l owed Hargel to
supervise the outfitting of the robots for contact with the deep-sea
factory. He found Neri techs--ferales, Kailan's people--hard at

work on the outside of one of the subs, altering a set of cables that
fed out through the pressure hull, connecting the interior of the
cabin to the outside. He got his first | ook at one of the "changers"
that Kailan had referred to, a fat cylindrical object about the size of
a breadbox, worn as a frontpack by one of the technicians. The fl at
end of the cylinder was pointed outward, and seened to be nmade

of an extrenely malleabl e substance, like soft putty. One end of the
sub's cable was engulfed in the putty right now A second tech
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wor ked at a small consol e connected to the changer, apparently
tendi ng the ochile, or progranm ng.

"What are you doi ng?" Bandi cut asked.

The Neri hol ding the changer glanced at himbut didn't answer.

The putty end of the changer began to squirm and a nonent |ater

it spat out the cable, which had a | ong, bul bous probe on its end--apparently
new. "We had to | engthen the cable and put a changeabl e

connector on its end," the tech said. "Now we'l| attach it to

one of the extending arns."

As the techs began working with one of the sub's tel escoping
mani pul at or arms, Bandi cut began to see what the purpose was.
The probe, attached by cable to the robots inside the sub, would
conplete the link to the factory outside. "Wat about the hookup
to the robots?" he asked.

"They're preparing that on the inside," the tech answered, w thout
t aki ng her eyes from her work.

Bandi cut peered through the sub's nose w ndow, and saw

Napol eon and two Neri techs crowded together in the cabin. He
made his way around to the hatch and | owered hinmself into the sub
He had to crouch near the back of the cabin to watch them work.
"It is good that you are here," said one of the techs. "Your robot
did not appear to want us to attach the changer to it. But we mnust
alter one of its electrical fittings."

"Eh? Alter it how? What about that, Nappy?"

The robot clicked. "I sensed they wanted to change part of ny
equi prent, Captain. | was reluctant to approve, not know ng what
ot her tasks you would have in nind."

"Well, | have no idea what other jobs we will have. How drastic
is this change?" Bandi cut | ooked from Napol eon to the techs and
back.

"W nust forma connector on its output point. W can restore
it when we are finished with this job," the tech said. "But we will

have troubl e naki ng a physical connection without doing this."
Bandi cut sighed and crossed his fingers. "Ckay."

The changer went onto Napol eon's side, where an |/O socket

rested flush against his skin. When the tech pulled the changer

away, it left behind a small, pod-shaped connector. The other tech
stretched a cable fromthe sub's consol e and sonehow snapped it

into the pod. Then she touched several controls on the console. "Are
you detecting a connection?" she asked, sw nging her newtlike

head around.
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Bandi cut rel ayed the question.

Napol eon clicked, several times. "A connection, yes. But | can-

not verify conpatibility. It nmay be difficult to establish a working
interface with their circuitry.”

"Are you opening your internal bus to the consol e?"

"Negativi ssimo, Captain.”

"Eh?"

"I do not wish to risk ny circuitry wi thout evidence that | can

actual |y manage the connection."

Bandi cut rubbed his chin. "Well, Nappy, |'mnot sure we have
much choice, if we want to help themwth their factory."

"I do want to help them But John Bandi cut--" Napol eon turned
his robot eyes toward the human.

"Yes?"

"I would appreciate it if you did not call me 'Nappy.' M nane

i s Napol eon. "

Bandi cut stared at the robot. "I beg your pardon?"

The robot rose a few inches on its netal |egs, then settled back

"I just feel that it is sonewhat undignified to be called ' Nappy.' |

woul d prefer to be called Napol eon. Captain.”

" Capt ai n?"
"John Bandicut, | nean." The robot clicked thoughtfully. "dd
habits are hard to break, aren't they?"

"Yes," Bandicut said softly. "Yes, they are. Very well, Napol eon
I will do nmy best to renenber."

"I can ask no nore. Now, then. | believe that | can set up a code



filter to protect me from dangerous software conmands. It's an
adaptation of the condom protocol that the shadow peopl e gave
hé on Shipworld. But |'m concerned about the actual voltages and
so forth."
"But | thought--"
"Possibly if | crosslink with Copernicus, we can conbi ne our
hardware to provide the necessary diagnostic el enents.™
Bandi cut shook his head. "I thought you had all sorts of elec-
trical diagnostic tools. Don't you remenber when you used to
hop onto ny rover, back on Triton, and tell me what was w ong?"
He renenbered it clearly, himself. It had been an annoyance,
actually, when the first Charlie was attenpting to account for
Bandi cut's seeningly bizarre actions by faking an electrical mal-

functi on.
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"My nenories of Triton are a little hazy, to be honest. But yes,
John, | did have that stuff. | guess the shadow peopl e nust have

t hought it was out noded, or unnecessary. They seemto have renoved
or converted it. That may have been a mistake on their

part." Napoleon fiddled with the connecting cable with a mani pul at or
tugging at it as though testing its strength, while the Neri

techs | ooked on with alarm "It's the first tine |I've ever found nyself
guesti oni ng the shadow people's judgnment. It's nost unsettling.'
Bandi cut grunted, shifting position in the little cockpit. "I guess
if you're going to become sentient, you have to learn to expect this
sort of thing--questioning other people's judgnment fromtine to
time. You'll get used to it."

There was nmovenent at the back of the cabin, and L' Kelt ap-

peared. "Are you ready for us to bring Copernicus down?"

"I guess so. Are you ready, Napp--"

"Sir?"

"--oleon?" he said, catching hinself. "Do you want to try |inking
Copernicus into the circuit?"

"\Whenever you're ready, Cap--John Bandicut."

"Ckay." Bandicut squirmed toward the hatch. "Let nme get out

of here and make room Call nme if you need help translating or
somet hi ng. "

He watched fromtopside while several of the Neri |owered
Copernicus into the sub. They had not yet worked out where he
woul d be riding hinmself, but he was having troubl e i magining

how he could fit inside that sub, cranmmed together with two robots
and L'Kell or another Neri pilot, for the duration of the repair

m ssion. |If claustrophobia didn't get him nuscle spasns

woul d.

"/1s it essential that you be with the robots?"/

Charlie asked. She had been followi ng the events with interest,

| earning all about his odd friendship with the robots.

/Vell, | think it would be pretty hard to pull this off w thout ne
there. For one thing, the robots don't speak Neri./

"/ The stones and | might be able

to do sonething about that."/

/On? Well--that's an interesting thought. Still, I"'mthe only one
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around here who seens to know anyt hi ng about nanot echnol ogy.
Not that | know so nuch./
"/Do .you know nore than the robots?"/
/ Good question./
"/Why don't we check?"/

/Okay. But | can't teach themnuch, if they don't already
know it./He paced al ong the dock at the edge of the hangar, an-
gling his gaze down into the green illum nated deeps. He was
proposing to dive down there again in one of those tin cans. The
t hought made all the nmuscles in the back of his neck tighten in a
spasnodic ripple. /Charlie, is there sone reason you're trying to

get ne not to go? Do you have sone insight | ought to know

about ?/

"/1 think 1"mjust feeling nerz,ous.
Concerned for your safeQ.

And--1'm enbarrassed to adnmt--mne."/
/You weren't scared during the |last dive, were you?/
"/ Not during.

But | had nightmares |ast night,

whil e you were asleep."/
Bandi cut was dunbfounded. Charlie--having ni ght mares? But
t hen, he supposed, why not? It shouldn't be any harder to believe
than anything el se about the quarx's inhabiting his brain and his
enotions and ... being fermale./Wll,/he said.
"/1"mnot trying to get out of it.
If we have to go, we have to go."/

"John Bandi cut," he heard, before he could answer. He blinked



Béck into contact with the world outside his skin, and was sur-
prised to see Antares approaching along the dock. She stood be-
side him gazing at the silver-grey subnersible that would be tak-
ing his robots, and perhaps himas well, back down to the edge
of the abyss.
"Hi," he said. "How d you sl eep?”
"Well enough, | suppose,” she answered, in a tone that he
t hought suggested a polite lie. "I canme to see how you were doi ng
in your preparations. WIIl you be |eaving soon?"
"I"'mnot sure," he adnmitted. "We're still working on hooking up

the robots without blowing either their circuits or the sub's. If

can patch theminto a working connection, then |I hope they'll find
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a way to talk to the factory's control system They're dam cl ever
robots, you know "

"Indeed they are," Antares said, with a clicking that sounded |ike

a chuckl e, but wasn't. "If anything went wong, | would niss them"
She turned to peer at Bandicut, and her al nbst Asian-I|ooking eyes,
gold circles around bl ack pupils, caught his. "And I would mss you,
too, human of Earth." Her nostrils trenbled as she breathed. There

was an enchanting conbi nati on of delicacy and strength in her features.
"Thank you," he murrmured. "I don't think we're |eaving right

away, though. W'll need to learn all the Neri can tell us about the
factory."

"Of course,"” said Antares. She hesitated, then continued, "You

know. ., even though we haven't known each other |ong, | have

cone to like and respect you, John Bandicut."

He flushed. "Call ne John."

"John. You andyour norgs. | hope.., wish you to return safely.

Al of you."

Bandi cut nodded, and tried to get a fix on his own reaction.

Every once in a while, the fact that she was both female and strikingly..,
beautiful wasn't perhaps the right word, but intensely interesting.., caught
hold of his brain down on some deep, primtive

| evel . His breathing was sonewhat erratic just now, and he
self-consciously tried to even it out. "Thank you," he whi spered.

Ant ares | ooked pensively out over the water. "You know-in

truth, I didn't rest too well last night." She turned her head to gaze
at him

"/What's that nean--that |ook?

Is she interested in you?

As a... lover?"/

/1--dunno, I--/

"I felt lonely," Antares said, "being separated fromyou and the
others." Bandicut was startled. Antares had slept in a separate
roompartly out of consideration to the Ned, anbng whom nal es

and femal es appeared to | ead sonewhat segregated lives. But he'd

al so had the inpression that it was Antares' w sh. On her hone-world,
she'd remarked, third-fermal es were never permtted to

|l odge with males. | did so once, and it alnost cost me ny life, she'd
sai d.
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"I guess everything feels different, here on an alien world," he

sai d awkwardly.

"Yes," she said. "Very different."

"Ik and Li-Jared will be here. They can help | ook after you." He
knew at once that it was the wong thing to say. As if Antares
couldn't take care of herself. "And--" he added hastily "--1 hope
you'll look after them too. They're good, trustworthy conpanions."
And in an attenpt to sound a little | ess sonber, added, "Even if Li-Jared is a
bit excitable."

"Yes," Antares said, and this tine he was sure there was anusenent

in her voice

"Do you know yet what you'll be doing while we're gone?"

"I"1! be working with Kailan, to see what | can do to help them

| earn nmore about this Maw of the Abyss," Antares said, radiating a
sparkl e of excitenent. He blinked. He had noticed in the | ast day
that he was picking up her enotions nore overtly than before. Ws

he just getting to know her better?

"/ The dtfference is in her, | think.

She's letting her enpathic abilities

/[ Ah./ flow both ways."/

"The obliq," she continued, "has a variety of instrunents, sone

of which she does not know the use of. Askel anda has never believed
themto be useful, but she thinks they are--if we can just

learn their functions. In any case, we'll be probing the seafioor, to
see what we can learn.”

"And do you--" Bandi cut hesitated, not wanting to say, Doyou

know enough science to be hel pful ? H's own experience with the

Triton surveys probably qualified himnore than anyone here to understand
seafi oor geology. And that wasn't sayi ng much.

Antares' eyes twinkled. "I will tell you and the others everything
that | learn. Don't forget, Li-Jared was something of a scientist on
his own world."

Li -Jared, a scientist? Bandicut realized, with a start, that his tine
with his friends had been so filled with relentless urgency and confusion
that he had never |earned what |k and Li-Jared had done for

aliving on their owmn worlds--or even if "earning a living" was a
concept that woul d have nade sense to them

"Sone sort of mathenatical theorist,” Antares continued. "I
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don't understand it nyself. But |'m dependi ng on nmy know ng-stones
hel ping, in any case. They seemto understand nuch that

| don't."

Bandi cut peered at the stones glowing in her throat. He realized
suddenly that he was taking care not to stare at her chest, and

he chuckled inwardly. As if he had any idea whether staring at her
stones was any nore acceptable to a Thespi third-fermal e than staring
at her four breasts!

"/You do not stare at the breasts

of the women on your own worl d?"/

/Not if I know what's good for ne./

W rararay|

/Let's just say I--try not to get caught at it./

"/But your nenories..

there was someone naned Juli e,

and she seened to..."/

/ That was different./H s pulse fluttered./ There's a tine and a

pl ace, and right nowisn't the tine--/

"I's everything all right, John?" asked Antares.

"Uh?" He'd |l apsed into his noron-stare again, focusing inward.
"Yes. Sorry. Talking to Charlie." He waved a hand at his head. "l've
got a new Charlie, by the way. A fermale, this time. Charlene. Very
interesting.”

"l ndeed! "

"/John, do you suppose she would be willing

to join stones briefly?

It mght help e

get to know her a little."/

Bandi cut hesitated./l don't know. | guess | could ask./

"/ Pl ease. "/

He cleared his throat. "Um-Antares? Charlie and | were wondering
if you would like to . . . pool . . . that is, share know edge.
Join stones, | nmean."” At that noment, he had to flatten hinself
against the wall to let sone Neri workers pass by on the dock, and
it occurred to himthat he could not have picked a nore awkward
time or place to ask such a question. "To understand each other
better,"” he tried to explain.

Ant ares' eyes narrowed, brightened. She made a sound that was

both a click and a chuckle. She seened troubl ed, anused, and re-
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ceptive all at the same tine. Finally she said, "Not just now, | think
But perhaps, at another tinme. | would like to know, not just you,

but also your friend ... Charlie ... better. Wuld that be possi-

bl e?'

Bandi cut nodded. He was saved from an awkward sil ence by

L' Kel | ' s reappearance beside them on the dock

"I think the robots would like you to cone speak with them™

L'Kell said. "I can't tell for sure.”

"Right. Ckay." Bandi cut touched Antares' arm "Thanks for com

ing by. 1'll see you before--"

"Actually, I will be leaving soon to go join Kailan," Antares said.

"Her habitat is--1 don't know exactly, but sonewhere upsl ope

fromhere. | have to take a sub to get there. | don't know when |'I
!

be back, so I'll say good-bye now " Her nouth crinkled, then she

stretched out her arns.

Bandi cut gently enbraced her. He snelled sonething like a

bl end of seaweed and bal samin her hair. "Bye. Let us know what
you find out."

"I wll," she said with a hint of throati ness. "Take care down there

and stay away fromthe Maw. Ckay?"
He smiled. "You can be sure of that,"” he said, and with a fina
squeeze of her hand, turned to walk out onto the deck of the little

sub.

I nside the cranped cabin of the sub, Napol eon and Copernicus
were now | inked to each other, while Napol eon remai ned connected
by cable to the console. Bandicut noticed flickering activity



on the console. He squeezed in next to them and sat crosslegged
beside the Neri tech. "How s it going here?"

Napol eon answered. "We now have a wor ki ng connection, Captain.
W' re exploring how the control system on the submarine

wor ks. We thought if we understood that, we would have a better
chance of understanding the factory when we got there."

"Plus," said Copernicus, "we thought it mnight be hel pful to know
how to pilot the sub, in case of emergency."

"Mbhkes sense," said Bandi cut. "What el se?"

"Well," said Napol eon, "we were wondering if you would be
willing--" The robot hesitated.
"WIling--?"

"To let us link with you--with Charlie, really."
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Bandi cut rubbed his eyebrows in silence, thinking, didn't | just have this

conversation? | liked my first idea better

"/1t's okay with me,"/

sai d the quarx.

He sighed and answered, "Sure. No problem Anything in particul ar
you were after?"

"Well," said Napol eon. "W just thought it mght be helpful to
know sonet hi ng of the Neri |anguage. In case we need to deal with
t hem al one. . ."

*

Peering out the viewport, Antares felt a pang as the Neri pil ot
steered the small sub away from Askel anda's habitat. Already she
nm ssed the conpany--all of them but especially John Bandicut.
John. She hadn't expected to feel this way, but she did; and she

wondered at it. If she were still on Thespi Prime, it would be a very
dangerous feeling. Not that it was wong,, but if it devel oped further
and led to personal intimacy.., that way lay tenptation, and

possi bly death, for a third-female. Her role in life was to facilitate,
not to enbrace, or to experience for her own.

She had succunbed to tenptation once, and woul d have died

for it had it not been for the intervention of the Shipworld Masters
and the stones. Ensendor. Just the menory of that name caused old
fury torise up in her. And sone of the old desire, as well--even
after the betrayal. The menory of Ensendor's testinobny against
her--on trial for her intimacy with him-was as clear as if it had
happened yesterday. The i medi acy of the menory was astoundi ng.

H s words, daming her in the eyes of the council, while he

wal ked away praised for his candor and honesty. H s eyes, touching
hers in a glancing flicker, with a hint of regret but no conpassion
no grief, no shared responsibility. Even with all that clear in

her m nd, she still could feel the flush of the old desire.

And what did all of that have to do with these disquieting feelings
about John Bandi cut, who was not even of her own world?

Per haps not hi ng. Perhaps everyt hi ng.

Ant ares narrowed her gaze through the portal of the little subnarine.
A owi ng habitats nmoved slowy by, like ghosts in weightless

space. A small school of silvery fish flashed through the sub's
headl i ght, then a bul bous creature noving on pulsing jets of water.
The bottom slope was flowered with a variety of pastel-col ored
lifeforms, feathery things, waving and drifting in the slow nmoving
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currents. This gave way to a bed of |long kelp, cultivated under artificial
light. Ahead, finally, she saw the shape of the obliqg' s habitat,

where Kailan woul d be waiting.

The sight of Kailan's bubble only renmi nded her that far bel ow,

far out of view, lurked the Maw of the Abyss, the nonster she was
bei ng asked to help identify and tanme. How she would do this, she

did not know. Wuld it be Iike the way Bandi cut had taken on the
boojum with alnost no real information--with nothing to go on

but courage, hope, faith?

She sighed. At least in this, she had sonething she could search

for. Truth. Objective, physical truth.

If she could even recogni ze such a thing anynore.

*

As the small flotilla of subs dropped away fromthe undersea city,
descending toward the factory, Bandicut felt sudden pangs of doubt.
Was he just offering the Neri false hope of repairing the facility? He
wi shed he coul d have another private talk about it with the robots,

but they were in the second sub

"/What's the matter, John?"/

Wiat was the matter was that he feared that this whole m ssion

was just pride and wi shful thinking on his part.

"/You don't seemoverly proud to nme."/

/ No? Then why did | make it sound as if | knew all about nano-factories?

If that's even what these things are! Hell, | don't even know
anyt hi ng about human, ruch | ess Neri, nanoshit./
"/ Maybe not,

but you understand the general concept.

The transl ator-stones are pretty resourceful.

And from what you 'ye told ne,

the robots are, too."/

/ Yeah. But none of us really knows what the kr'deekin' hel

we' re doi ng here./

"/Have faith, Job n

I'"l'i check back with you later."/

Bef ore he coul d answer, Charlene was gone--off in the stacks

of his brain's library, whistling softly, seeing what el se she could
| earn about John Bandicut and the Charlies that cane before. She
was a good student, this Charlie.

He couldn't help wishing that Ik and Li-Jared were here, even
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though they'd all agreed that it was the right decision. There wasn't
much either of themcould offer in the way of expertise, and they
were probably nore likely to be useful to the Neri city, naking

t hensel ves avail able to Antares and Kail an, or anyone el se who

m ght need hel p. Plus, Li-Jared would probably have had a nervous
breakdown if forced to travel in any direction except toward the

surface. Didn't matter, though; he still m ssed them

L' Kell, beside himin the cockpit, seened to sense his pensive
mood. "We'll neke a survey of the area first," he said. "There are
several possible sites where | think we mght find connections to
the central controller. But we'll just have to see when we get
there."”

Bandi cut nodded, as the |last visible signs of the Neri city vani shed
astern. Only the forebodi ng darkness of the endlessly falling

seafioor lay before them now, sprinkled sporadically with bottomfeedi ng
ani mal s, sone finned but nost on spidery |egs. And sonewhere

far bel ow, the Maw of the Abyss. They were going to work

terrifyingly close to the drop-off, and the plan was sinply to pretend
it didn't exist. Wiat el se could they do? Half the terror cane

fromnot knowi ng what the devil the thing was. But he remn nded

hi nsel f that whatever unknown threat the Devourer posed, the

threat of a nonfunctioning factory was a matter of clear physica

need. The Neri had no way to replace damaged or agi ng subs and

habitats, the solar arrays that fed them power were reportedly degrading,
and their deep-sea farnms could last only as long as the artificial

[ight |asted.

"Tell me something," he said, trying to shake his mnd | oose from
this train of thought. He gl anced sideways at his friend.

"Ah-huh," said L'Kell, peering fromone side port to the other,
checking formation with the other subs.

"I'f we do get the factory going again, how will you bring the
manuf act ured goods up to your city? How did you do it before?"

L' Kell murrmured softly in thought. "We have two cargo subs |eft,
whi ch we use in our salvage operations. One of themis at the new
site, the one where Lako and the others were poi soned. The ot her
is not in working order."

"That doesn't sound good. Is it sonething Kailan's people can
fix?"
"Well," said L'Kell, "that seens to depend on whet her the sal -
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vagers can find some equi prent that can be nodified by the chang-
ers to fit their needs."”
" Hm

"It is said that there is a large cargo carrier trapped in one of

factory's | oading docks--and that if we could get it free, then we

woul d not only have the sub and all the machinery in its hold, but

we could free the whole nmechanism | don't really believe that

part, but we've never been able to prove the question one way or
the other. Nobody's been able to find the dock."

Bandi cut grunted. It was amazing to himthat the Neri had sur-
vived as long as they had, with the factory nostly out of comm s-

sion for a generation of Neri. No |large shipnents had been

in L Kell's lifetine, though products had been received from one

the smaller docks in nore recent nenory. But that |ast dock had
st opped working when L'Kell was still a trainee sub pilot, and now
its entrance was buried. The Neri really were living on borrowed

time, as far as the factory was concerned. It was alnost as if

had been waiting for someone to cone along and help themfix it.

"And all this time, you' ve had no idea howto repair it--or even

how it works?"
L' Kel |, before answering, made several adjustments to the sub's

attitude and speed. "The factory was not built by us," he said,

by our--" hrrulll



Bandi cut's stones twi nged with uncertainty. "Your ancestors?" he
guessed.

L' Kell seened at a | oss.

"Those who came before you.., gave birth to your parents?"
"I understand the word. The problemis--well, according to the
obli g,
our ancestors were not exactly us. Not Neri. They were some-
t hi ng
different--fromwhich they made us--"
" Huh?"
"They
took thenselves, and nmade us... and we were different.

sl ope.

Changed. "L'Kell steered carefully over a ridge in the bottom

"I do not believe that they lived in the sea.”

Bandi cut's nouth opened; it took a nmonment for words to cone
out. "Engi neered?" he murmured. "You were engi neered? Are the
| anders your ancestors? O creators?"

L' Kel I hissed. "Those creatures--killers--are no ancestors of
ours!”

"Then what --?"
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"Qur ancestors," L'Kell said, with a snap on each word, "are

dead. "

And before Bandi cut could think of a reply, the Neri was touching
controls on his panel and sending them sharply downward, over
a plunging drop-off into darkest night.



CONTACT

THE GREYI SH-WHI TE fornms of the factory area energed from

the gloomlike ghosts in a graveyard, or old bones stick-

I

ing out of the earth after a quake. Bandicut swall owed

back a feeling of dread and tried to peer out with rationa

cal mas the subnersibles swept slowy over the area. He touched

a conm control and spoke to the robots, in sub twos. "Napol eon

and Copernicus, start keeping a watch for anything that |ooks |ike
a port where you could jack in. L' Kell says he's really not sure where
they are, so if you have any ideas, |let us know. "

"Roger," said Napoleon. He was silent a nonent, then, "Captain?
"Yeah?"

"This stuff looks really, really old. As if no one's been here for
along time."

........ Yeah. But renenber, it's partly because that quake covered

everything in silt. I don't have to tell you about that, | guess."

"Yes. But Captain?"

"John. "

"John? If it's been a really long tine since the Neri actively controlled
the facility.., how do we know that it will want to recognize

their, well--"

"What ?" Bandi cut said. "Their authority?" He glanced at L'Kell,
who rolled his eye slightly as if waiting to hear what woul d cone
next .

"Exactly," Napol eon said.

Wien L' Kell didn't volunteer an answer, Bandicut said, "Well, |
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don't think you can assume that every control systemis going to
devel op consci ousness, the way you and Coppy have."
"Ch," said Napol eon

There was no talk for a few nonents. Then Coperni cus announced,
"Cap'n, | amreading substrate structures that could inply

the presence of transmi ssion wires and oplink cables. | believe there
is ajuncture of some sort approximately twenty neters ahead of

us.'
"Ckay, Coppy. L'Kell?"

The Neri responded by speaking to the other Neri pilots, and

nosi ng his sub lower and closer to the silt-covered bottom "Unable
to confirmthat reading," he said after a few mnutes.

"W are now coming directly over the juncture,"”
sai d.

Coper ni cus

"Are you sure?" Qutside Bandicut's sub, there was a straight ridge
t hat appeared to sl ope down toward one of the snoking vol canic
vents. There was nothing to suggest an entry port.

"I"'mcertain of the presence of the structures, Captain. But | cannot
state their purpose, nor tell if there is any kind of outer access."

"I believe," said L'Kell, "that we are |ooking for units |arge

enough for one of the subs to dock with, or at |east nake connection
However, the entire structure may have transm ssion |ines

runni ng through it. Just knowi ng that lines are present isn't enough.”

Bandi cut spoke to the robots. "Wat we need is probably a |arger
structure--something we can nose right up to, or even go inside.
Probably you've found sone kind of secondary node. It m ght help
to trace those lines, to see where they |ead."

The subs continued gliding, their headlights probing the night.

The sea was clearer than it had been on their previous visit. Most

of the silt had either settled out or been carried away by the currents.
The current was gentle now, and according to L' Kell, normal

for this place--following the lines of the natural ridges, parallel to
the orientation of the abyssal valley, rather than down into it. The
Maw was qui et for now.

The search conti nued.

The first sighting came fromsub three, scouting downsl ope of

them L'Kell steered toward the location. Al they could see was the
gl ow of the other sub's lights, just beyond a minor drop-off. But the
gl ow was bright; the other pilot seened to be directing a search-beam
toward them against the underside of the drop-off. Wth a
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soft whir of notors, they crossed the ridge and maneuvered to comne

al ongsi de the other sub. "Ah," said L'Kell, shining his own |ight up
under the ridge. It was holl owed on the underside--and | ooked
artificial, not natural. The headlight shone, through a blizzard of silt
stirred up by the sub's jets, into a dark cavity that seened just |arge
enough for the nose of a submersible or two.

Bandi cut had a sudden nenory of being a child standi ng under

a sports stadium beneath a seating section that sloped upward overhead.
It was a di zzying, claustrophobic imge, and for a nmonent,

he felt hinself beginning to slip away into a daydream A runble

of bubbling air--or maybe rock novenent--brought back a sharp

awar eness of the ocean over his head, and the pressure squeezing

in against the hull of the sub. "Is this it?" he nurnmnured.
"Possibly," said L'Kell. "W nust explore carefully." Indeed,

t hough the area under the | edge was | ess heavily silted than that
above, there was still enough sedinentation to obscure the details

of the structure--including anything that nmi ght have indicated the
presence of a docking port.
L' Kel | touched the controls, and the sub shuddered as a jet of
wat er shot forward fromthe thrusters, kicking up a trenmendous,
blinding cloud of silt. Bandicut swall owed, holding back a sudden
rush of fear.
"/

Do you want ne to help
qui et that reaction?"/
/Not yet. |I've got this instinct for a good reason./He took a deep
breath, and waited for it to stop, for the silt to clear
L' Kel | nmoved the sub with exquisite care. Bandicut glinpsed the
other sub to their right, loom ng out of the nurk. He tensed, saying
not hi ng. Working together, the two pilots were sweeping the
area of accunulated silt. Gadually the murk dissipated, carried
away by the slownoving current. L'Kell called for sub two, with
the robots, to nove in.
Bandi cut heard the whine of the robots' sub before he saw their
lights. Nabeck, the Neri piloting the sub, asked L' Kell what he
wanted themto do.
"Can you scan anything in there?" L' Kell asked. The headl i ght
beanms beneath the overhang now illuninated contours that suggested
t he possi bl e presence of nechani sns--indentations and
protrusi ons that m ght have been control surfaces. O entrance
archways. Or who knew what .
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"Scanni ng," sai d Copernicus.
And then: "W think we've got sonething. Can we nove in

cl oser?" That was Napol eon
"Carefully,"” said L' Kell.

"Al ways, " answered Napol eon
Nabeck did as the robots asked.

Nabeck's sub had been notionless for a while. It |ooked like a |arge,
foraging bottomfeeder against its own lights. It was inpossible to
tell what was going on, until the call cane from Napol eon: "W believe
we are detecting--correction, we have penetrated an air cavity

with the probe. Inserting further. |I believe I've found a point of

el ectrical contact. Testing ..."

Bandi cut's heart pounded. Were Napoleon's circuits being fried,
or had they found what they had cone for?

"Definitely a signal input/output."

"And--" Bandi cut swallowed "--is anyone hone?"
"Indeed ..." said Napoleon, in a preoccupied tone. "There is
activity. Attenpting to make out the | anguage."

Bandi cut glanced at L'Kell. The Neri was staring intently out the
front port, as if by staring hard enough he m ght penetrate the haze.
Bandi cut had a feeling that it was all L' Kell could do to keep from
parki ng the sub and swiming out there to see for hinself--except

that he mi ght not survive the experience.
"Yah," said Napol eon
"Yah, what?"

"There's sonmeone here. A control system But it's ... | don't
know exactly how to explain it, Cap'n." The robot's voice was tinny

and cold through the comm
"Try, Nappy."
"It seens very confused. As though.., it's been working with

some kind of mal function, or handicap, for so long ... that it
doesn't renmenber exactly what it's supposed to be doing. O how

it's supposed to run the facility. | don't think it knows exactly what's

wr ong. "
"Napol eon, hold on a mnute. It this thing a person--or a nech-
ani sn? O a programthat needs reconfiguring?"

"Captain--"



"I"'mtrying to understand. Copernicus, are you hooked in, too?"
"Roger. Captain, | think there's nore wong here than just a fail-
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ure of the self-repair nmode. | have a sense of deprivation, of starvation
| do not know what it is deprived of, however."

Napol eon spoke, with a voice that seened nore attentuated, as

t hough he were speaking froma greater distance. "Could it be..

| onely, do you think?"

"Napol eon? |Is that your answer?"

"I believe it is sonmething else,” said Copernicus. "But we cannot
tell for sure wi thout surveying the processing |ayout, the nmenory,
the stored histories ..."

Bandi cut drew a breath. "Can you do that?"

"W are having to redraw some of the pathways, Cap'n," said
Copernicus. "Since the failure of the self-repair functions, nany of
t he pat hways have atrophied and failed, and alternate pathways

must be called up--within the physical limtations, of course.™
"Ckay. "

L'Kell finally broke in. "Wat are they doi ng?"

Bandi cut shook his head. "lI'mnot sure if they're repairing it or

reinventing it, but it sounds as if they're deep inside the control system
so | think we'd better let themwork."

L'Kell rmuttered softly to himself, but did not argue.

*

It was not long after Bandi cut had departed when |k becane aware

of a conmotion outside their guest room He had just finished describing
Bandi cut's healing of Lako to an anxious Li-Jared, trying to

reassure the Karellian that their present situation was perhaps not

so hopeless as it seenmed. There were things that they could acconplish
her e.

"What's all that--" bwang "--racket outside?" Li-Jared cried, as

they both turned at the sound of Neri running past the curtained
entrance to their room

| k rubbed his chestbone and tugged the curtain aside to | ook

out. Now the Neri were shouting on a lower |evel of the habitat. "I
guess we'd better go see.”

Hs Karellian friend uttered a twang of annoyance, but hurried

after him They followed the short passageway to a platformthat

over| ooked an open room bel ow. A dozen or so Neri were engaged

in rapid conversation; some were running in, and others were running
out. "Can you make out what they're saying?" |k asked Li-Jared.

The Karellian was springing up and down lightly on his feet,
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| eani ng forward over the bar that constituted a railing. "If you can't,
how do you expect me to?"

Two of the Neri |ooked up at the sound of their voices. Ik called,

"I's sonet hi ng wr ong?"

A Neri naned Jontil, who had assisted themin their room called

up agitatedly, "A problemwith the landers. Araid on a site. | doubt

that it's anything you can help with."

"Hrah," 1k said, "perhaps we could help with our experience--" And then he
hesitated. Their experience?

Jontil replied, "If you want to come down and join us in counci

wi th Askel anda--"

"Ur, comng," said k. Only after he had turned to clinmb down

the I adder did he realize the fear that was showing in Li-Jared' s

el ectric-blue eyes. "I spoke wi thout thinking. Li-Jared, do you think
we shoul dn't go?"

"No choice now," Li-Jared gulped. "It's just that--"

"Is it the landers you're worried about ?"

"Not the landers. Don't care about the |anders,"” nunbled the
Karellian. "It's the whole thing of..." He angled his eyes, and then
| k understood. It was the ocean over his head, the thought that they
nm ght have to venture out into the turbid depths. If only the normalization
had taken away Li-Jared's fear of the water

"Hmm Let's go, then," Ik said softly, and dropped to the floor

bel ow.

Jontil escorted theminto the adjacent habitat, where a group of

Neri were gathered around a troubl ed-1ooki ng Askel anda. The el der

Neri noted the presence of the visitors wi thout comment, and paced

as he spoke. Ik and Li-Jared stepped off to the side to keep out of

t he way.

"Qur people at the salvage site are being openly attacked by | anders.'
"Attacked? How?" cried one of the newconers.

"They're wearing breathing gear sinmilar to our neos'--and by al
reports are overrunning the site. They've got vehicles of sone kind,
and expl osi ve weapons. Qur people are nostly in hiding within the
site right now. Many are wounded." Askel anda paused in his novenent.
"We've sent nine swimers, but they might well be on their

way to disaster. We have at nmpbst one or two vessels available to

send nore help. WIIl any here swimto the aid of their fell ows?"

In answer, the novenent of Neri around hi mchanged, and there



150 * JEFFREY A. CARVER *

was a folding-in of ranks, and a rising nurnur, as virtually all of
the Neri present declared their wllingness.

"You must be cautious," Askel anda said, "of the poison that

killed Thorek and the others and al nost killed Lako. That may be
what has harmed many at the site already." He wheel ed and ad-

dressed lk. "If | may ask our visitors--"

"Yes, Askelanda, 1k replied.

Do you have know edge of these poisons, know edge that
could hel p our people to avoid thenP"

Ik hesitated. "I have sone little know edge. Unfortunately, the
poison is invisible--to ne, as much as to you. Do you have any
instruments that can detect radiation?" He sensed, even as he said
it, that his voice-stones were having difficulty translating radiation
into sonething that the Neri could understand. They sinply had no
words for the concept. "Wthout the proper equiprment, | don't

know if | can help you avoid it." He closed his eyes for a nonent;

the pacing Neri were making himdizzy.
Askel anda paused in front of him "I know of no such instru-

ments.'' He seened alnbst to sigh. "Perhaps ... the obliq mght

know of such things."

I k | ooked at Li-Jared. "Could you work with Kallan on that
guesti on?"

The Karellian | ooked simnultaneously dubious and relieved. "I

could try," he murnured.

"And you?" the Neri |eader asked IKk.

"I--hrrm could go with your brave people to help those in trou-

ble. If you have a vessel that can carry ne.



Askel anda bowed and turned in a sweeping turn. "Shall we grant
space in our vessel to our courageous guest? To |k?"
The response was a runbl e of approval

Ik wasn't sure whether to be glad or sorry.

"Take care, ny friend."

"You al so, Li-Jared. Gve ny regards to Antares and Kallan." 1k

si ghed through his ears and stepped out onto the deck of the little
sub. He turned back. "And keep your eyes cl osed on your ride back
to Kallan's!"

Bwong. "Don't think you're the only one to go fearlessly into
t he deep, Hraachee'an! 1'll spot nore fish man you . Wth a wave
that hid his nervousness, Li-Jared strode away.

| k dropped down into the sub. He was greeted by his pilot, a
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Neri named S' Cali, and took up the passenger position on the left.

They were joined by a second Neri, Delent'l

Soon they were gliding through the depths |it green and yell ow

by the sub's lights. Fromtime to time, in the edge of the illumination
he glinpsed a formation of Neri sw nmers flanking the sub

inits course. Remarkably, it seened that they were capable of noving
as fast under their own power as by submarine. They were truly

wel | engineered for the sea. And that was what they were, he had
gathered from S Cali--creatures engineered for the sea by a now vani shed
race of air-breathers

The habitats of the city dw ndl ed behind, and he settled in for

the trip, listening to the hissing and creaki ng sounds of ascent--not
straight up, but on a long course follow ng the bottom sl ope

toward stallower water. The sub was depressurizing as they

clinmbed through the depths, and he made his own sinus adjustnents

and prayed silently that the stones and the nornalization could protect
himfromthe deconpression as they had fromthe effects of

dept h.

In time, he was startled to see one inportant change outside:

natural illumnation, not fromthe headlights but surrounding the

sub. It was sunlight fromoverhead, diffused through the depths. Thank the
moon and stars, he thought. Whatever the risks of this

trip, at least he was going to see sunlight. Real sunlight--not that
they would be going all the way to the surface. Their destination

was a wrecked ship, sunk in conparatively shall ow water--shal -1 ow
enough that the air-breathing landers could reach it.

"We are drawing close," S Cali said, interrupting his thoughts.

"Do you have a special way of preparing for battle?"

I k rubbed his chest in silence.

"Now woul d be a good tine," said Delent'l, crouching near the

rear of the sub and the | ockout chanber. 1'Il check your breathing

gear for you."

Breathing gear. It had been fitted so hurriedly back at the habi-tat-adapted
from breathing aids used by juvenile Neri wth

imature gills--that he had thought little about it. So nuch for taking
the I ong view, he thought.

"I have never thought of nyself as a warrior," Ik said finally, not
knowi ng what to say except the truth. "If | have any strengths to

offer you, it will be in sharing nmy know edge. If | see sonething in
your salvage site that | think may be a source of your sickness,

will tell you at once."
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The Neri pilot made a muted sound of acknow edgnent; the

other said nothing at all. Never, |k thought, had he nade such an

i neffectual -sounding offer of help. But he could think of nothing to
add.

S Cali flicked off the headlight.

A twilight gloomclosed in around them The illum nation from
the surface was substantial, but there was little or no color. The bottom
| andscape was becomi ng visible in shades of grey.

Sil houetted |like a charcoal scul pture against the m sty bl ue-green
ceiling ahead was the jagged, broken shape of an enornobus

sunken vessel. The salvage site. He could not tell what kind of a
ship it was, perhaps a very large submarine. As they drew cl oser
he glinpsed, swarm ng around the weck like insects, a nunber of
smal |, bl ack objects.

They did not seemto nove |like Neri.
He had scarcely even begun to wonder if the | anders had detected

t he approachi ng sub, when it becane obvious that they had.
They were already turning and gathering to nmeet the Neri



REPAI R AND RESCUE

THE ROBOTS WERE trying tO report to Bandi cut when a conflicting
transm ssion cane through from anot her source.

L' Kell rasped sonething in reply, drowning out the robots'
efforts altogether.

Bandi cut waited until he thought the channel was clear, then

call ed, "Say again, Nappy! You have a link with what subsection?"
The robot's voice was a partially garbled hiss. "Operationa

records, Cap ... block in which nmal functions ... think we know
why..." At that point, Napol eon's voice becane inaudibl e again.
"W have sonething new coming in--sorry," said L'Kell, and

called for everyone to be silent.
This time, the incom ng message was clearer, though stil

scratchy. " under attack. Salvage party trapped inside, many sick
wi th poisoning ... swinmers have gone to their aid ... one sub
one of the visitors.., may not be enough."

"Do they need our hel p?" L' Kell called back, with a sharp gl ance
at Bandicut. Most of the avail abl e subs were either here on this expedition
or tied up on jobs such as repairing danage to the Neri

city.

L' Kell"s glance lingered, and Bandi cut suddenly realized what
the Neri was thinking. He wasn't asking whether nmore subs were
needed; he was aski ng whether the stricken Neri workers needed
John Bandi cut to cone heal them/COh, no. | think we're about to
be pulled out of here . . ./

"/ \What ever we need to do,"/

Char said calmy



154 * JEFFREY A. CARVER

Per haps Char didn't understand how hard that would be for him
After conmtting so much energy and will power to this mssion

he wanted to see it through to the end.

"/You don't want to | eave Napol eon and Copernicus."/

A statenment, not a question.

/No./ He took a breath and said to L'Kell, "I'll help, wherever

you need ne."

The Neri grunted in satisfaction and nmuttered somnet hi ng back

into the coom Then he gestured outside. "They haven't asked for

us yet. So let's find out what your friends were trying to say."
Bandi cut called, "Can you try giving ne that update again, Nappy?"
After a certain amount of static, Copernicus reported, "Cap'n, the
good news is that nost of the internal circuitry appears to be in
wor ki ng order. However, the programming is not. Napoleon is trying
to diagnose a faulty code nmodul e that appears to be recycling

t hrough the nmain processor."

"That's fast work."

"Well, Captain, the central program apparently attenpted to
conpensate for an operational self-repair problem-a nechanica

br eakdown, perhaps caused by seisnmic inmpact, conmbined with an
unexpected materials shortage. The conpensation failed, and errors
became conpounded. Once self-repair failed, there was no way to
recover w thout outside intervention. But there was no such intervention."
"And now?"

"W have hopes for a restart.”

Bandi cut thought of the healing of the Neri and decided that
not hi ng was inpossible. "WII you need help from us?"

"Unknown at this tine."

"Any idea how long it mght take?"

"Unknown, Cap'n."

Bandi cut asked L'Kell, "Did you follow that?"

"Some." The Neri adjusted an outside light, which was shining

along the flank of the robots' sub. Al they could see was the bl unt
formof the sub with its nose stuck under the overhang, its forward
probes buried in a juncture menbrane. The robots, presumably,

were notionless inside the sub; everything they were doing was invisible,
el ectronic signals sent into the heart of the factory. "You
probably should ask," said L'Kell, "if they could carry on w thout
you, if they have to."
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Bandi cut stared into the green and yell ow and grey world carved

out by the headlight. "Better find out if Nabeck and the robots can
under stand each other, first."

"Yah," said the Neri.

*

The next communi cation fromthe city indicated that matters were

wor seni ng at the salvage site, but stopped short of asking themto
ptll up and go. L' Kell |ooked troubled, though. The darkness

around them was shivering with occasional faint flashes of light from
the direction of the abyssal valley, like heat |ightning before a
storm It nade Bandi cut nervous.

He keyed the comm " Copernicus--"

"Yes, Cap'n." The robot's voi ce sounded di stracted. Napol eon

remai ned occupi ed in the subsystems, with Copernicus trying to understand
what was happeni ng. Bandi cut i nmagi ned Coper ni cus

standing by with a tool chest, reaching for the appropriate wenches
as Napol eon asked for them

"I need you to nake a judgnent. L'Kell and | nmay be needed

el sewhere. But this repair is every bit as inportant as what we m ght
be doing. Do you think you can carry on wthout ne?"

"Cap'n--it is difficult to know "

"Do you mean because of you and Nabeck?"

"Well, we can communi cate wi th Nabeck--" Meaning, with

effort, they could nmake thensel ves understood. "So that's--"
Copernicus was interrupted by a piercing tone in the conm

"Coppy? What was that?"

There were sonme confused el ectronic noi ses. Finally Copernicus

said, "That was the factory control, trying to broadcast a nmessage.'
"Trying to broadcast? Then it really is awakeni ng?"

"Hold a nmonent. Napol eon thinks it was just a subsystem

refl ex. Possibly in response to our activities--but we haven't been
abl e to decipher it yet."

"Ch." Bandicut let out a slow breath. "Does that change your
assessment ?"

"Negative," said Copernicus. "Captain, we suspect that the factory
may i ndeed have initiative, but not necessarily consci ousness.

W'll just have to wait and see.™

Bandi cut blinked in surprise. "If it doesturn out to be conscious,
do you think you can handl e the situation?"
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Coperni cus did not speak for
a nonent. Then he said, "Re-

nmenber the shadow people.”
The noncor por eal

fractal -
I di mensi onal beings who were in
charge of systens nmi ntenance

back on Shi pworl d: Copernicus had spent considerable time in

conmuni cation with them and had done just fine wthout Bandi -

cut's help.

"Ah. Yes. O course." Bandicut |looked at L'Kell. "I think

we have to go, the robots can nanage by thensel ves."

"Are you certain?" said L'Kell

Bandi cut shivered. Hell, no, he wasn't certain.

"/1f you're not, then shouldn't you--"/

"Yeah," Bandicut said to L' Kell

"/ Never mnd."/

"In that case," said L'Kell, "I think our friends above
coul d use
some help right now "
I
Bandi cut | ooked out into the m st overlooking the alien
abyss

and felt one mission slipping fromhis hands as another was thrust

into them He turned back to the comm "Coppy, you and Napol eon

are in charge. W'll be back when we can." He swall owed hard,

gl anced at L'Kell, and jerked his thunb upward.



L' Kel | squeezed the controller. The engi nes hummed, and the
sub backed away fromthe overhang, then lifted fromthe abyssa
| edge and drove upward into the perpetual night.

The Neri swi nmers dropped out of formation with Ik's sub and di s-

persed for cover along the sloping seafioor. They woul d continue
maki ng their way toward the |oom ng, sunken ship. They were far

swifter than the | ander swimers coming to neet them and better

abl e to conceal thenselves. The | anders were cl ose enough now
that Ik could see that they were bipedal, and encumbered by bul ky
di vi ng equi prent .

A cloud of bubbl es approached out of the haze, and fromit
energed several |anders riding a mechani zed, powered sled. "Rakh,"
Ik nuttered, watching the vehicle sweep in an arc ahead and a lit-
the to their left. Three | anders dropped away fromthe sled, swim
m ng, air bubbles streaming up fromtheir heads. He couldn't see
themtoo clearly, but they all seemed to be hol ding sonething in
t heir hands. Weapons. They were fanning out, |ooking for the Neri
swi mer s--but for now, keeping clear of the sub. Maybe they

t hought the sub had bi gger weapons.
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S Cali steered in a skirting detour to approach the sal vage site
fromthe right. Above the shadowy form of the sunken ship, Ik saw
several white flashes of novenent. Not the |anders. Mre like a

school of fish. He pointed. "Are those--?"

"Pikarta," S Cali said.

"The deat hfish?"

"Yes. They coul d be dangerous to both sides. If there's fighting,

and the scent of blood gets into the water--"

Ik gave a grunt. He had | ost sight of the Neri sw mrers now,

as well as nost of the landers. "Do we need to hel p your people

out here?"

"They can take care of thenselves," S Cali answered. "M/ biggest

concern is the wounded inside the weck. Maybe you'd better go

back and put on your gear."

Ik clicked his nmouth shut at the thought of sw nming out

t here--anmong the | anders and the pikarta--wth diving equi prent

designed for juvenile Neri. "To be honest, S Cali, if | amto be of

use to you, the longer | stay inside this vessel the better. CQutside,

| may quickly beconme a liability."

S Cali assessed himwith | arge, dark eyes. "Perhaps so. But be

ready. If they attack us with bursters--"

"Understood," Ik said. "But since we're concerned with the injured,
let's see if we can stay clear of the fighting | ong enough for

me to help you discover the cause of the sickness--yes? Radiation

cannot be seen--but perhaps this ship was powered by sonme kind

of reactor. W should be alert for a |l arge, heavy structure or conpart ment
somewhere inside--probably with thick metal shielding

around it, maybe cracked or breached."

"There could be many places fitting that description," Delent'

called fromthe back of the cabin. "Qur people have been opening
conpartnents all through the weck, conbing for useful equipnent.

Any one of those could have been what you said."

"But not just a conpartnent,"” |k interrupted. "It nmight be in a conpartnent,
but it would be large, and inside the shielding would

be tightly packed machi nery--coils, wires, quantumcrystal arrays--"
"I do not understand those |last words," S Cali said, turning his
eyes fromthe viewport for an instant. "Wat exactly do you nmean?"
Ik struggled to find a way to nake it clear. "l can't say exact/y,
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but there nust be some kind of--" he flexed his fingers in frustration
"--reactor--" he knew no other word "--that's |eaking radiation

into the water. And--by the stars, why didn't | think of this
bef ore? There might be a blue glow around it, or inside it."
radiation, in the formof visible light.

Secondary

"We'| | ask," said S Cali. He was steering the sub directly toward
the weck again. It was a shadowy shanmbles in front of them now,
wi th what | ooked Iike |arge, dark openings in the hull.

"I't would be very dangerous to approach. Your people nust stay

away fromit, if they find such a thing." 1k could have kicked hinsel f
for not thinking of it before. Secondary |ight em ssion mght or

m ght not be present, but if it was, it would be one sure tip-off of
radi oactivity.

"We'll try to get inside, up ahead here," S Cali said. "At sone

poi nt, though, we'll have to | eave the sub and swim"™
"Ckay, but the longer we can stay in the sub, the better,"” Ik said.
"If there's radiation contaminating the water, the sub's hull wll give

us protection.”
S Cali grunted. They were very close to the weck now Ik stil

ki nd of vessel the thing
sunk and broken

coul dn't
t el
what

was,

on the bottom It was roughly cylindrical, and enclosed all around;
it could as easily have been a spaceship as a submarine. |k rubbed
his chest. A spaceship? Now, that could raise interesting possibilities.
"Where did this ship cone fron?" he asked suddenly.

"We don't know," said S Cali. "It is very old. And very different

fromour ancestors' other ships." He pointed. "Look there." A pair

of Neri swi mers had enmerged fromthe weck and were darting
al ong the bottomto neet the sub. They stopped hal fway and ges-

tured urgently toward the ship.



"What's happeni ng over there?" |k asked suddenly, peering at

t he shadowy breach in the weck's hull. He realized the answer even

as he asked. A group of Neri were engaged in hand-to-hand com
bat with |l ander divers. That was what the two sw mrers were ges-
turing about. "Can we help then?" he asked. "Do you have weapons
on this sub?"

"I thought you were no fighter."

"Rakh. Wen | nust, | can be of service."

"I amglad," said S Cali. "No, we do not. But that does not
we' re hel pless."” He squeezed the controller, and the sub accel er-

ated. He flicked the headlight back on, as they bore down on the

nmean
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fight. Three Neri and five or six landers rotated in the water, pausing
monentarily in their battle. In the instant the | anders were

frozen, the Neri swi nmers darted out of the way. This was Ik's first
good | ook at the landers. They were encased in suits and face coverings,
but appeared to be sonewhat snaller than the Neri. They

wore artificial fins and air-breathing gear. O their faces, he could
see nothing through the reflective gl ass.

Was S Cali intending to ramthen®? If so, the hull of the weck

was going to make a dammed hard stop. At that nonment, S' Cal

pul l ed the control back, reversing thrust. The sub braked hard, and

the landers in front of it tunbled wildly, caught in the powerful jet-wash.
The sub slowed to a halt, and hung directly in front of the

hul | breach.

Ik I eaned close to the wi ndow, peering out in an effort to spot
the I anders. Had they been knocked away to a safe distance? O
better yet, had they fled?

S Cali spoke into the comm "Neri outside the hull, please report."”
H s voice reverberated, anplified by speakers on the outside.

An answering voice, thin and distorted: "Many injured and sick

on the inside.., unable to get away."
"W're here to stay with you," said S Cali. "Mdre swinmers are
com ng. "

Before there could be an answer, a new cry came: "Landers returning!"
There was a thunp on the outside of the hull, and Ik

gli npsed webbed Neri feet flying past the port as Neri sw nmers
maneuvered to greet a new attack

S Cali swiveled the control, and the sub rotated in place, facing
outward fromthe weck. A group of |landers was comng in, sw nm ng
furiously; two of themraised weapons and fired darts. One

gl anced off the sub with a ding. S Cali caught themin the headli ght

and roared out toward them As they began to turn and di sperse,

he yawed the sub violently left and right, threatening to sweep anythi ng
and everything out of his path.

I k was unprepared as S Cali reversed thrust again, repelling the
attackers with the jetwash. He was thrown forward, catching hinself
wi th one hand agai nst the viewport. He clacked his nouth, wondering
how much inpact the pane could w thstand.

S Cali backed the sub toward the weck, with Delent'l calling
out directions fromthe stern, where he was peering out a small porthole.
Qut in front, though, Ik caught sight of a |l ander sled ap-
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proaching am d a cloud of bubbles. Ik saw sonething erupt from
the sled and streak toward them "S Cali!" he cried.

The Neri shouted a warning on the outside conm "Burster com ng
Take cover!"

A moment | ater canme a flash, followed by a concussion and a
clap to Ik's ears. The sub jarred, and Ik's ears were left ringing. The
hul | seened to hold well enough, but as Ik shook oft' the effects,

he wondered how the Neri outside were faring. "S Cali, are they hurt
out there?" He glanced sideways, and realized that S Cali hinmself was
stunned. "S Cali--can you hear me?" He took hold of the Neri's arm

S Cali peered at himin apparent puzzlenent, then came back
to the present. His large eyes blinked, and he turned and snapped
out a call on the outside comm "Neri sw mers, what is your con-

The replies cane in scratchily, like distant shouts. A couple of

Neri had been injured, and were being hel ped back inside the

wreck by others. But Ik realized, peering out the viewport, that severa
| ander divers had been injured by the explosion, too. Mst of

them were withdrawing fromthe area; but one was floating not far
fromthe sub, |ooking dazed.

Two Neri swi nmers converged on the | ander and grabbed him
"Can you have your people hold that one?" |k urged, pointing. "Perhaps
we can talk to him find out what they want!"

S' Cali | ooked doubtful for a npnent--but barked an order. The
two Neri responded by westling the | ander out of sight behind the
sub, into the shelter of the weck.

What now?" |k asked.

S Cali had no time to answer. A shadow passed over them
nmovi ng qui cky, then another. S Cali's eyes rotated upward. "Pikarta!"
he cal |l ed. "Take cover! Pikarta over the site!"

Ik tensed, craning his neck to peer up. Three creatures nearly

as large as the sub had sailed over, and were now circling to return.
They were shaped |i ke enornous, elongated raindrops with

nmout h openings on the front. In the nouth openings, Ik could see
teeth. But sonething was odd about the teeth, some trick of the
light. As the pikarta sped back toward the sub, 1k finally saw what

it was: their teeth were rotating in their nmouths |ike huge, spinning
rasps.

"I's everyone inside?" S Cali cried, maneuvering the sub to try to
provi de cover to the swi mers

The first deathfish slamred into the top of the sub with a sick-
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eni ng i npact and grinding screech--teeth spinning on netal. Its

hi ndquarters and tail convulsed in front of the viewport; then the
fish careened away. S Cali fought to keep the sub upright. Ik could
only hold on desperately, squinting out the w ndow. The second

and third pikarta veered away fromthe sub, seeking easier prey.
The [ anders were fleeing, but the pikarta were nuch faster. Ik

wat ched in horror as one turned and caught a free-sw mm ng | ander

Fromwhere Ik lay, the lander was just a small, shadowy shape.
Even so, he could see its body turn instantly to a cloud of bl ood
and shreds. "Moon and stars,” |k breathed al oud, thinking with a

shudder that it could just as easily have been him or any of these
Neri. He felt no better about it being a | ander, for whom he held
no hatred.

"They may be comi ng back," S Cali said. "W've got to get inside."
He touched the comm 'Ts everyone in?" He was already turning

the sub toward the hull breach

"What about the Neri who came with us?" |k asked, thinking of

the swimrers on the far side of the weck, whomthey had left trying
to evade | ander divers.

As though in answer, he felt a sudden concussion, but nuted.

"Was that--"

"Landers on the other side, probably. W can't do nuch for our
peopl e over there now," S Cali said. "But they know how to hide,
and fight if they have to. |1'd guess the pikarta are a bigger threat to
the I anders right now than to our people. Those bursters nmay have
been aimed at the pikarta.” He conpleted the turn and was directed
into the hull opening by a Neri, alnost invisible in the shadows of
t he wreck.

"Are you sure we can fit?" Ik asked nervously, eyeing the jagged
edges of the opening.

Anot her concussion hit rmuch cl oser, the shock wave nearly carrying
theminto the side of the weck.

"No choice," said S Cali. "Qur wounded are inside. W can't help
them from here."

True, Ik thought. It was either drive the sub in, or get out and
swim He peered close to the viewport, and tried to gauge the cl earance.
S Cali was steering themexpertly into the breach. The weck

| oomed around them as they noved into the near-darkness of the
interior.

Then Delent'|l shouted a warning fromthe back--and bursters

started going off directly behind them Thud! Thud! Thud!
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S Cali cried a warning--and the sub pitched nose-down, surged
forward, and slamed into a heavy bul khead. Ik was thrown headfirst
into the viewport. The lights sputtered and died, and he heard

wat er gushing into the conpartnent.
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RINGS OF FI RE

[Al ANTARES WAS STILL trying tOlearn the functions of all the

equi prent in Kailan's chanmber. It all | ooked so incongruous

down here in the Neri reahn. The instrunments that

the obliq had used during the breakaway habitat crisis

were just a small fraction of the total. The room a curtaingi ned den
filled with consoles, seened to be a conbination library, |aboratory,
and | ong-range sensor control--or, as her stones rendered it, a

know edge-center. Kailan's instruments provided a range of environnental
scans. Sone Kailan seened to understand fairly well; others

not at all. Who had built all these instrunents? Antares wondered,
and how was it that the Neri had forgotten so much about then?

Kal  an and her assistant were activating the consol es one by one.
"My people,"” Kailan said, referring to the female Neri under her
authority, "have the duty of maintaining the know edge of the Neri
people. But it is difficult, in the face of failing equi prent and
under st andi ng. '

"Then your instruments--"

"Were provided fromthe beginning, to help us keep a watch

on changing conditions in our world--and to maintain our scientific
and historical know edge. But many years ago, our know edge

began to di sappear, partly from equi pnent failure, and partly from
problems in organizing and retrieving it."

Ant ares sensed suppressed enotions tickling outward. "Who,"
she said carefully, "provided the equi pnent?"

"Those who built the city, | presune," Kailan murmured, adjusting
a console. "One of the deep factories probably manufactured
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t he equi pnent, though I can't even say that for sure. |'d guess that
there is a lot of historical information still in the system sonmewhere,
if we knew how to get at it."

Ant ares sensed regret, but no defensiveness, over the adm ssion.
"Then this began | ong before your tinme?"

"Ch yes. | have tried, like the obliqs before nme, to recover and
maintain all that | could.” Kailan tapped a small unit that seened

not to be responding. "Elbeth," she said to her assistant, "there seens
to be no power here. Do we have a recharged battery for this one?"

As El beth went to check, Kailan continued, "But there is so nuch

| don't know about the instruments and their purposes--including

how t hey work. They are very sturdy--which is fortunate, because

t he changers do not have the necessary programmng to repair al

of them"

Kai | an adjusted her shawl and peered over the top of a nearby

i nstrument, which she had called a seismic imger, and fiddled with
a connection. She | ooked back at Antares. "I seemto be telling you
how many things there are here that are beyond ny under st andi ng.
VWell, | would appreciate any know edge that you, who cone
fromother places, or--" she closed her |arge eyes for a noment
"--that the stones of knowi ng, mght bring. | am al ready begi nning
to understand a few things, | think."

Ant ares | ooked around t he chanmber. Somnethi ng had been bot heri ng
her. "Kailan, were these consoles actually nade for you? For
the Neri? Some of them seem-well--"

Kai | an strai ghtened up. "Awkward? Unsuitabl e?"

"Yes. As though they were designed for sonmeone el se's hands."

Ant ares pushed her hair back, her enpathic faculties afire, but quietly,
i ke banked coals. She sensed that there was a stew of know edge

and enmotion simering beneath the surface of Kailan's mnd.

"You are right," Kailan said. "These instruments were not designed
for us, but for--" she seemed to have trouble saying it

"--those who created us."

Ant ares stepped cl oser, touched by a sense of the Neri's sadness
and | oss. Kailan's eyes shifted and focused on the instrunents,

as Antares felt a strange tickle in her stones. There was an inner
tension in the obliq around this question. "Those who created you?"
Ant ares asked. Was this a religious question?

"I"'msorry, | thought you knew. | nean those who desi gned--changed
us, tolive in the sea." Kailan seened to sense Antares' as-
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toni shnent. "There are sone anong us now who do not wish to

believe this, for whomit seens nore like tale than history. They

find it hard to believe, and do not want to believe it. But it is true.
Whoever we were before, we were altered for this world in which

we live."

"And your creators?"

"They lived on | and. Before they died. Before the Maw cane
and destroyed them"

Antares was struggling to put this together. "Then they're not
related to--the [ anders? The ones you are fighting now?"

The obligq made a soft hissing sound. Laughter? "Not to the |anders,
no." She turned back to her instrunents. "Were the |anders

cone from we do not know. But they are not of this world. There
are stories that they landed in a great fireball. That they were
brought to this sea by the--" huuum"--One Who Brings Al Things
Toget her. That they spurned the gift and fled to the Iand. | cannot
say. But they do not cone fromthis world, of that we are sure.”

Not of this world? Antares thought. Like us? No wonder we were
greeted with suspicion

"And of course, ny friend-fromanother-world, there is the Maw

of the Abyss, which, | believe, also did not cone fromthis world."
Kai |l an | ooked up for a nmonent. "These nmatters, | amcertain, are
all connected. But whether they are by design, or by chance, | do

not yet know " Her barely webbed fingers hesitated, then noved
qui ckly over the instrunent controls.

Ant ares suddenly realized she had stopped breathing, so closely
was she |istening. She drew a deliberate breath.

"But now," said Kailan, "we nmust focus our thoughts on this

thing at the bottomof the sea. W nust try to learn what it is now,
regardl ess of its origins. You and your stones rmust hel p me understand
it. | believe our future rests on this--on a battle that sometines
seens as nuch as anything a war of the spirit." Kailan urged

Antares to join her at the console. "Here, let me show you what we

can study."

Ant ares crouched next to her, thinking, Well, friend-from another-world,
| et's hope you can hel p..

*

The i mages reninded her of the nmulticolored feathers of a whoai-Ilabird
back home--stirring and fluttering just before flight, when
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the bird would loft itself into the air like a pillar of crinson and gold
flame. The preparatory flutters were | ess flanboyant than the actua

| aunch, but were captivating and bewi |l dering in their conplex

nmoverents, shifting and fanning.

The i mages of the seafioor shifted and changed |ike that, as the
obliq changed the processing fromone node to another, searching
for meani ngful patterns, but mpostly just confusing her Thespi
guest. Kailan would point to a shape and say, "Does this suggest
anything to you?" and Antares would think a nmoment, then rmurnur

in the negative, and Kailan would change to sonething el se.

It was clear that, while their know ng-stones provided themw th a
common | anguage, her own lack of training in this area could not
hel p but make matters difficult. She was | ooking at depictions of
val | eys and geologic fault |ines, and graphs of seem ngly chaotic
forces. She could guess at the neaning of sone of them but to think
that she could offer any insight was ridicul ous.

Kai | an was undeterred. "What |'m showi ng you now i s background.

From sone intact records, we have historical seismc in-formation--that

i s, about sound waves traveling through rock

W're still getting sone new data, froma network of sensors put

down | ong before I was born. Plus, we have current sonar read-ings--sound
t hrough water--but if we ever had historical records

of that, they've been lost. Now, |let nme show you sone visible |ight

i mges of--"

..... Kai | an, how rmuch of this do you actual ly understand?" Antares

interrupted. "It all seens.. . highly specialized."
"It is," said Kailan, noving to the next console. "But if | don't

try to understand it, there's no one else who will. Mst of ny people
are busy in technical maintenance, or in the nurseries caring for

the young. And the nmal es, under Askel anda, seemto have lost their
curiosity about it--and anyway, they're too busy in salvage and

farm ng for food." She | ooked up at Antares. "So it's up to ne and

El beth, plus Maerta, whomyou haven't net yet, who's apprenticing
when she has tine."

"It sounds pretty difficult."”
"It is. But we're doing what we have to do." Kailan pointed to
anot her display. "There--that's what it | ooks |like when the rift

opens. \Wen the Maw begins to devour."

Antares watched. It was a hol ographic Iight imge of the abyssa
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val l ey, as viewed fromthe | edge near the factory. The image was

anplified and enhanced in sone thshion, so that it |ooked as though

they coul d peer downward through the depths for a nile or nore.

This was not sunlight, but nonsterlight. A flicker of brightness appeared

in the center of the imge, and grew. She found it frightening,

wi t hout quite knowing why. It seened to be coming toward

her, swelling out of the console. Suddenly it opened, |ike a billow ng

ring of fire. Anplified through the deepwater haze, it |ooked

like a ghostly presence that was not just frightening, but threaten-lng--as if
it were attacking. She pressed her long fingers to her

throat, and thought,/Pl ease tell ne--does this nean anything at al

to you?/

There was no answer, but she sensed that the know ng-stones

were focusing just as intently as she. Probably the i mge did nean

something to them but they were not yet sure what.

"Here's where the real trouble starts,” Kailan said, pointing to

the dark area in the center of the ring. Antares peered. \Wat was

it? She had assuned rock, but apparently it wasn't.

Kai l an pointed to a neighboring screen. This one was in false

colors, not a visible light imagel some kind of sonar, a current-mapping
thing. A flow was beginning toward the ring, and into the

center. "Water currents?" Antares asked.

"Yes."

"Into the ring?"

"Exactly." The oblig touched a control, and the mapping inmage

flicked to a topographical display, which Antares had seen before.

It was changi ng, as she watched. Were she had just observed the

current flow ng, there was now an opening in the seafioor that had

not been there before, like a trenendous funnel at the bottom of

the ocean. It |looked as if seawater was draining out of the ocean

basi n.

"That's inpossible,’
wat er goi ng?"
Kai | an changed the di splay again, to one showi ng a gl obal view
of the planet. "Watch."

Antares stared at the console. The glowi ng red funnel appeared
to represent the Maw. Apparently the flow of water was goi ng
down into the planet, and then.., disappearing.

"That's how it starts. But then--" Kailan touched a control to

Ant ares whispered. "lIsn't it? Were's the
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change the display. "This is actually slowi ng down the inmage, so

you can see it better." Something was changi ng i nside the planet--as
if a wrmwere tunneling through the m ddl e of the gl obe, |ooping
and curving through an intricate tangle of pathways. \Wen the
tunnel i ng was done, the flow was being channel ed in inpossible

| oops through the planet's interior. And then out..
"Back into the ocean?" Antares stared in wonder.

"Back into the sea, but not anywhere near here. Sonewhere on
the other side of the world."

"You're observing this? Measuring it somehow?"

The obliq brushed her finger across the globe. "Those who built

our reahn were very thorough. There are nmeasuring units scattered

all over the planet--far nore widely than we ourselves are scattered.
W only live here--" she pointed to the region near the

funnel "--and in smaller settlements here and here--" she pointed

to a few places north and south, not far out fromthe shoreline of

t he nei ghboring continent "--and a couple of outposts in the arctic
zones." She touched two spots nmuch farther north. "There were

at one tinme splinter settlements el sewhere around the gl obe, but

we' ve | ost contact and we no | onger have subs that can travel that

far." She displayed a sprinkling of dots on the screen. "But here
are the sensor |ocations. Most are still linked to the imagers here
As they fail, though--" she pointed to a few that were orange
rather than blue "--we no | onger have any way of replacing

them™

Antares flared her nostrils. "What about these other settle-nents--the
ones that are closer? Are you in contact with then"

Kai l an's answer was interrupted by the return of El beth, carrying

a round, |ozenge-shaped object the size of a dining plate.

Apparently it was a battery; Elbeth lifted the top of the nonfunc-tioning
consol e and renoved a simlar object before inserting the

new one. Kailan tried the console, and nodded when it came on.

"W are ... to a degree." She | ooked back up at Antares. "In the

past, we were cooperatively interdependent. The other settlenents

| ooked to us after their smaller factories began failing, perhaps a
hundred and fifty years ago. W were not only the largest city, but

the only one that could guarantee new equipnent. Still, they perfornmed
much sal vage of |ost technol ogy from our ancestors, and

often had richer fishing grounds. The trading was nutually beneficial.""’
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"But--" said Antares.

"But not everyone saw it as equally beneficial. Then when our

factory failed, we had less to trade. Contact dw ndled. As tinmes have
grown nore difficult, so have our eftbrts to stay united with the
other Neri," Kailan said. "W still have communi cations, through the

m dwat er sound transmi ssion | ayer--"
“Uuhl | 2"

"A mddle layer of water that is confined by warner, |ighter

wat er above, and col der, denser water below " Kailan expl ai ned.

"I'n good conditions, sound can travel around the world through that

| ayer, bouncing endl essly between the two boundaries. It's erratic,

but we do send nessages. And until recently we still sent the occasiona
sub, or even groups of swimrers, to call on the other settlenents.'

Ant ares wat ched the nmovenent in the mappi ng screen, and recalled

t he powerful downward currents she had wi tnessed during

the recent eruption. "Do you think there's sonme purpose to the creation
of these currents?"

Kailan was silent a while. "That's what 1'd like to know," she

said finally. "Certainly/have no idea of the purposes of the Maw-if
it has purpose, or intelligence, at all." She | ooked up at Antares,
and now the Thespi sensed a real undercurrent of |onging, hope,
need. "Do you have know edge--?"

Ant ares sighed wistfully before the question was finished. "Perhaps
one of ny friends will. Perhaps Li-Jared, or--"

"Did I--" bwong "--hear my nane?" said the Karellian, striding
into the room behind a young Neri guide.

"Li-Jared!" Antares cried. "Have you cone al one? Were's

| k?"

"My Hraachee'an friend was called away," Li-Jared said, and
Antares felt a darkness in his words, and in his gaze. "There has
been a raid of sonme kind. I'"'mafraid that it m ght be a bad business.
But | trust himto take care of hinself." He bowed to the young

Neri. "Thank you, Maerta." Then to Antares and Kailan, "Can | hel p?
What is all this?" He waved at the row of consol es.

"Do you have training in sciences?" Kailan asked cautiously.

"I mght. You needn't sound so surprised," Li-Jared said.

Antares had to suppress a hiss of laughter. "I think, Li-Jared, that
few Neri males are trained in such matters. But | am sure Kail an
woul d appreciate all the help you can offer.”
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"Then," said Li-Jared, with a great display of confidence, "let us
get down to it, shall we?"
Ant ares sensed confusing enotions, and could not quite tell if
Li -Jared' s confidence was genuine or acted. But she had no tinme to
ponder the question, as Kailan continued her explanation as though
there had been no interruption at all. "W believe," she said, "that

this thing is what killed our ancestors."

"You nean your--"

"Designers. Qur forebears. Al record of contact with them-or
such record as we have--ends at the same tinme as the Maw s ap-

pearance. There are reports of terrible cataclysns, above and
bel ow

the sea. But we under the sea apparently fared better. Wy, we do
not know. "

"And this was--?"

"About three hundred years ago."

Antares felt an electrifying tingle. Something appeared on this
worl d three hundred years ago, perhaps destroying an entire civi-

lization on | and, and now endangeri ng another civilization in the

sea? Was this why she and her conpani ons had been sent to this

worl d? If so, what could they possibly hope to do about it? But
surely

they woul dn't have been hurled across the galaxy to this place, if
there was not hing they could do..

*A strong likelihood you are correct. W suspect an approachi ng

convergel I ce. *



here,

red

pat -

such

/ Conver gence of what ?/
* Uncertain.*

. They would still be funbling their way. But she felt a re-

newed sense of hope, that perhaps they were not nerely adrift

wi t hout somet hing useful to do. Some purpose. And, perhaps, the
tools with which to do it.
Kai | an suddenly becanme agitated and noved to the next con-

sole. "There, "she said, pointing to the screen, where irregul ar

and yel | ow shapes, clustered inconprehensibly, were sprouting
froma slowmy scrolling scan of--what was that agai n? Seismc ac-
tivity? "That may be a sign of another flare-up, comng soon."
Ant ares hi ssed breath through her teeth. "How bad? How

soon?"

"I cannot say. W have not established the meani ng of these

terns. But they have sonething to do with gravity-density. And

patterns have at tines preceded major events."



THE I NFINITE SEA * 171

Ant ares pressed her fingers to her stones in the vain hope that
t hey m ght have some answer./Pl ease--if you can make sense of
this--share it with ne./

From her stones she sensed intense interest, w th undertones of
urgency. But there was no answer at all.



DROMI

NG IN THE DARK

[N THE DARKNESS, it was hard to be sure of anything. But Ik

coul d

even

wat er

you're

still hear water streaming into the sub. S Cali and
Delent'l were chattering to each other, too quickly for his

stones to follow, and were taking things out of storage

areas behind him Ik, still a bit shaken fromthe crash hinsel f, was
havi ng trouble getting his own thoughts in focus.
2l

He drew a |l ong, neasured breath and called out, "Urr, what is
our condition? Are we flooding--" His breath caught as his |eg,

straightening toward the rear of the sub, sank into icy water
.,
The two Neri fell silent, and for an instant he heard only the gur-

gl e and sucking of water. Then S Cali answered, "Yes, |k--sorry.

it
W are flooding. But we have sonme tine yet. The drain nmenbranes

i?.0r.
will keep us fromfilling up too fast.'

There was nore rustling, and
then a gl ow appeared fromthe rear of the cabin. S Cali had un-
sheat hed sonme kind of trouble light; it shone like a chenol um -

nescent globe, in a seaweed bl adder

Ik turned himself around, with difficulty. He robbed his eyes,

and the saltwater nmade them sting. "Wat do you mean, about the
drai n menbranes?" he asked. The two Neri were hol ding pi eces of
the diving gear they had stowed for his benefit. He shuddered at

t he thought of venturing out as a free diver in this water, not

close to the undersea city.

"The one-way nenbranes,"” S Cali explained, "are letting

out. But not as fast as it's coming in."

"Ah. But we're going to have to abandon ship. |Is that what



sayi ng?"
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"Yes. Now, let's see if we can get this hood on you." The thing

S Cali held out |ooked |ike a |arge, open-ended bl adder with hoses
attached. It was made of a cloudy material that rem nded hi m of
seaweed.

I k rubbed his fingers against his chest, trying to think optimistically.
They were in a disabled, flooding sub, yes, with diving

gear made for alien children. But there were a |lot of other Neri

around to assist. Except nost of them were sick or wounded. He

had come to rescue them Surely other subs were being sent from

the city, though. O would be, if a nessage had been sent.

S Cali handed himthe helmet, and he exanmined it in the dim

light. Rermade from equi pnent designed for Neri young, the hood

had been reshaped for his nmuch | arger head. The gl ue-seans | ooked
fragile. Apparently the nanoshit changers were not reprogram mabl e

to make this change; it had been done by hand. Attached to

t he hood by the hoses was a strange-|ooki ng apparatus which

seened to contain feathers, enclosed in a senirigid housing nade

of a flimsy, transparent material. This was probably the oxygen extractor

and gas-exchange mechani sm There were no tanks, just a

small, flexible air bladder. He could not imagine howit would work

efficiently enough to provide for his needs, but he had to assune

that it woul d. He hoped his physiol ogi c needs were reasonably cl ose

to that of the Neri young.

"Did you, urrrr, happen to get a signal out to the city, telling
t hem what happened?" he asked, hefting the hel net.

"Unfortunately not," S Cali said, gesturing to himto put it on
"W were already inside the salvage ship. But eventually they're
bound to check on us."

| k sighed through his ears and put the helnmet on. The Neri craftsnen
had done their best to fit it, in the short tine available to them
nevertheless, it fit snugly on the crown of his head, and | oosely
around the neck. He couldn't see anything except shadows through

the hood. "Can we still tal k?" he asked, his voice echoing around
hi s ears.

"W can hear you," answered Delent'l, who was busy attaching

t he ot her conponents to the hood. H s voice sounded nuffled, but

under standable. "Once we're in the water, it'll be alittle nore difficult.
The techs didn't have time to finish the communit." The Neri

touched the side of the helnmet. "So if you need to say sonething

when we're out there, speak clearly.”
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Ik grunted. "What do we do, once we're outside?"
S Cali gestured toward the nose of the sub. Peering through the
foggy hood material, Ik inmagined that he saw a couple of sw nmers
inthe gloom "W'I|Il regroup with the others,” S Cali said. "And
you can show us how to avoid this radiation sickness."
"Ah," said Ik, wondering how he could even renotely hope to
do that, swinming blind, in freezing, pikarta-infested waters.
"We'll neet with the wounded," said S Cali. "I understand that
you star people have the power to heal? |I think there are plenty of
injured waiting for you."

Ik could only stare in dismay.

Seawater was swirling around his legs now, but S Cali and
Del en-

t'l seemed in no hurry to get out. They were sorting
equi pnent, so

Ik took off his hood and used the tine to ask about the

| ayout of
the weck. He had two main concerns: finding his way around,
and
trying to guess where a | eaking reactor mght be.
The Neri, it seemed, did not map the |layout the way he woul d
have done it, in ternms of ups and downs and rel ative spatial |oca-
tions. Instead, they spoke of noving "with the slow current,
unti |
I
the walls open," and stopping where "turbul ence brings you to a
still spot, and the water is staler ad saltier,"” and then sw mm ng
"just above the bottom hugging, faster current..." This was
no hel p

at all tolk intrying to build a nental picture of the
[ ayout. But then

something clicked in his mind. Delent'l had just said,” .. into the

corridor where the current runs warner..

"What
was that you just said?" |k asked, as the Neri continued
hi s description

Del ent"*
seemed puzzl ed.



"Whi ch?"
" Somet hi ng about war m
wat er ? Warner than the rest?"

: "Ch, vyes.

There

is sonething in the ship that warns the water
: in one

ar ea.

It flows into a corridor, and this is where the sick are
staying, until
you
can heal them"
Ik felt a
rush of dizziness. The sick were staying in the corridor
with the warm
water? Terrible. Terrible! "Do you know where the
warnth is com ng
fron?" he asked hoarsely.
"There is a
grate-covered opening," Delent'l told him "The
water flows out
t hrough there. W have not been able to get inside
to see what
it is."”
"Cood!" Ik cried
in a whisper. "If you got inside, you would
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probably die. You nust nmove those people at once!"” If it is not already
too late, he thought hel plessly.

Delent'l and S Cali | ooked at one another in surprise. "Mve
then?" S Cali asked. "But the warnth conforts them"

"Please!" Ik drew a breath. "You nmust. It is alnpst certainly the
warmwater that is naking themill!" As the two tried to conprehend
that, Ik craned his neck to peer out the viewport. Several Neri

swi mers were hovering outside the sub. "Can you call outside and
send wor d?"

"Yes--1 think so," S Cali said. "But are you sure? You have not
yet seen--"

"I know | have not seen it," Ik said quickly. "But I amnearly
sure--and if | amright, then every mnute they stay will make them
sicker. Please!"

S Cali had to fiddle sone with the switches, until he got power
back to the comm then he relayed the nmessage. But he | ooked back
in puzzlenment at Ik.

"If water is |eaking out of a reactor, then it would very likely be
warm" |k explained. "It is probably contami nated with radiation."

Then he cl acked his nouth shut and hoped that he could stay alive
| ong enough to be of some hel p.

*

W can assi st in nmaintaining yourphysical integrity.*
/ That's good,/he said to the stones./Can you help nme heal ra-
di ation sickness?/
* Uncertain.*
/ You saw ne bei ng heal ed./
* Yes.*
Ik waited.
They answered finally: * W will do what we can.*

*

The water in the cabin was up to Ik's wai st when the Neri nade
final adjustnents to his air supply and strapped on a wei ghted vest
to conpensate for the buoyancy of the helnet. The visor, now wet,
had becone transparent. S Cali's voice sounded thin and distant

t hrough the helnmet. "We'll go out one at a time. If you have trou-

ble swiming, we'll tow you. Al right?"

"Al'l right."



In the gloom he watched Delent'l wade past him the Neri's
webbed feet brushing past his legs. Delent'|l touched sonething, and
Ik felt a slight change in the water nmovenent. Then Delent'|l sat in
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t hr ough the

his wai st,

at the

| urch down

but he

and fi-

He felt

the water, and with barely a ripple, sank out of sight

floor of the cabin.
S Cali tapped his shoulder. "Go ahead!"

| k checked one last tine for his rope, wapped around

then felt for the menbrane-opening with his feet. He gasped

cold as he bent to find a handhold, then dropped with a

t hrough the fl ooded pressurel ock chanber bel ow. There was a

frightening rush and gurgle of cold water all around him

forced hinself to keep going, until his feet met open water

nally his shoul ders and head cl eared the bottom of the sub

Del ent Ts hand guiding him then pulling himoff to one side.

He suddenly realized he still had his nopccasins strapped on

coul d do

hi m

The

and he

buoy-

danaged

enough? After

whi ch was probably stupid. But there was was nothing he

about it now Delent'l |ooked |like a sea nmonster in front of

wavi ng- - probably asking if he was all right. 1k waved back

air seened perfectly breathable, if a bit seaweedy-tasting,

wasn't nearly as cold as he'd expected to be. But he was too

ant; he was floating upward, hitting the underside of the

sub.

Delent'l sawit, too. Had they not weighted him



a monent, |k | ooked at his hands and realized what was
happen-

ing: his voice-stones had provided a forcefield barrier
around his

skin, sealing in a thin layer of air for insulation. That's

what was
maki ng hi mtoo buoyant.
He exhal ed experinentally, and found that with his
breath al -
o nost conpletely out, he was just about neutrally buoyant./Can you
"1y,

let out just a little of that air?/ he asked the stones.

A
flurry of very fine bubbles surrounded him He began to sink

He
drew a sharp breath. He was floating now Good.
S' Cali

cane al ongside, and the two Neri took hold of the ends

of
Ik's rope and began to swim |k tried to swm but couldn't

hope
to match the Neri's speed; he soon gave up and held the

r ope

to steady hinself and allowed themto tow him They glided
across the enpty cargo hold where they had crashed, a space

dimMy illunmnated by sunlight com ng in through the breach
in the

hul . Several other Neri joined themas they turned to
survey the

sub.

The small vessel was janmed into the | ower corner of the
hol d,

wedged anong sone oddly shaped struts that appeared to be
part

of the sunken ship's original structure. There was little
outward dam

age to the sub, but no doubt plenty of trouble inside, given
t he
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flooding. 1k hoped that the Neri had the knowl edge and resources
to fix it.

He felt hinmself being pulled around in the water. S Cali and De-lent'
were tow ng himaway, and at a surprising speed. He was

breat hi ng hard, and glad he wasn't trying to keep up under his own
power. They passed through a sizabl e bul khead opening into a

dar ker space. A nunber of dimglowights were visible ahead, |ooking
i ke deep-sea fish--handlights carried by swi nrers, no doubt.

After a few nmonents, his eyes had adjusted enough to the gl oom

to see that they had entered a wide corridor, which would take them
deep into the wecked ship.

H s breathing was coming just a little harder now Probably the
difficulty of holding his body in a stream ined position while the
Neri pulled him

He tried to settle his mind for visualizing and remenbering the

| ayout of the ship. The nore he | earned, the better. And he needed

to be alert to any cues, any hints at all as to the nature of the radiation
| eakage.

Except he was having trouble focusing. It was his breathing. He
haul ed in a deep breath and felt it burning in his chest. It wasn't
t he physical exertion; it was the air. Sonething was wong with his
air.

*

Respiratory problem. . . imrediate action required.*

Moon and stars! \What could he do? Try to get back to the sub?

He struggled to call out to S Cali and Delent'l, but he could not draw
enough breath to shout. He fought a surge of panic; then he cl acked
his mouth and yanked hard on the rope.

S Cali turned first. Ik waved urgently, and in the process caused
hinmself to tunble so that he couldn't see either of the Neri. He tried
to recover, but his hands caught on the lines and it took him precious
nmonents to get untangl ed and turned back around. By that

tinme, S Cali and Delent'|l had reached his side.

"Can't ... breathe," he gasped, grabbing his hood with both
hands. The water seemed to be closing in around his head.

He could hear S Cali and Delent'l speaking, but their words
didn't quite penetrate his hood. He nust have communi cated his
need, though, because they | aunched into notion, turning him
around and headi ng back toward the sub

Good! he thought. Good! W can make it..

Two Neri swi nmers cane streaking through the bul khead to-
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ward them They were gesturing frantically--and crying out--and
this time he heard the words.

"Into the ship! Landers com ng! You can't go back!"
And as Ik strained for breath, S Cali and Delent'|l hauled himin

atight turn and sped inward into the ship, away fromthe only
source of air he knew



SHI PWRE RESCUES

L' KELL PILOTED THE sub with silent concentration, as Bandi-cut
angl ed his gaze backward fromthe side of the nose
viewport, trying to see if that ghostly light fromthe abyss

was still visible behind them It unnerved himto have

something like that at his back. And he hated | eaving the robots in
danger.

"/You really think of themas friends, don 'I you?

As living, thinking beings."/

/Vell, yeah. | mean, don't you think of the translator that way?/

Bandi cut wasn't sure when he had stopped thinking of the robots

as al most sentient, and started regarding them as nenbers of the
human conmmunity.

"/ My thoughts of the stones

and what nenories | have of the translator are..

| don't know whatyou would call it.

Not masters, nor servants exactly,

but not friends, either.

Do you regard |k and Li-Jared and Antares

as human?"/

/1 guess so./Bandi cut shrugged inwardly. It wasn't that he'd | ost
sight of their species differences. But somewhere along the line he
had come to think of humanness, or maybe personhood, as being
determ ned by nore than a particular DNA codi ng. /You too,/he
added.

The quarx didn't say anything, but he felt a flicker of acceptance,
bel ongi ng.

Al this talk, though, got Bandicut's thoughts going. /Tell ne
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somet hing,/he said a little later./What about Charlie-Four? Do you
t hi nk he ended his own Iife so he could get out of the way and
make room for you? Because he knew he wasn't the right quarx for
the job, or the tine?/
"/R s possible, | suppose
What makes you ask?"/

/1 dunno. It's been bothering ne--the way he seenmed to just

give up like that./
"/You're thinking maybe it was
self-sacrifi'ce? "/

/That's what |'m asking you. | nean, it doesn't square with
t he

Charlie-Four | knew And yet--/
"/Well | do have residual nenories
t hat make nme suspect, anyway,
that he was not wholly forthcoming with you
about his feelings."/
/ Meani ng what ?/

"/Meaning | think he tried

to be nore of a sonofabitch

than he really was."/

Bandi cut rolled that around in his mnd./But why?/
Charl ene hesitated.
"/l don't know. "/
/Vell, if you don't know.../Bandicut sighed and | ooked back
out the wi ndow.

As they ascended al ong the sl ope of the seafioor, they were en-
; ,.. - countering a greater number and variety of animals, from



moving fish to large jellies to spider-1legged things half a neter
wi de

that sprang in long, slownotion | eaps through the headlight-

snudged darkness. He kept wondering if they would ever see day-

light in the water, and then rem nded hinself that they were stil

far too deep.., and then, to his surprise, he blinked and saw what

| ooked |i ke the pal est haze of moonlight filtering through the water.
"L'Kell, is that sunlight | see?"
The Neri flicked off the one remaining headlight, to | et Bandi-cut
see the difference; there was a faint, colorless glowin the water.
Then L' Kell pointed off to the port side. There, some distance off
and bel ow them was a cluster of yellowgreen |lights.

"The city? We passed it?"

"At a distance. | think you were asleep.”
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"I was?" He had not been aware of dozing off at all

"W still have sonme distance to go to the sal vage area. The relief
force hasn't been heard fromsince they reported sighting a | arge
nunber of |anders."

Bandi cut's stomach knotted, as he thought of I|k./Mkin' fokin'
A./He had come to depend so much on Ik, he could not inagine

what life would be like if anything happened to the Hraachee' an
"/1t's still perfect possible that

they're okay, isn't it?"/

/ Yeah, sure,/he said./W don't know a thing, so | should quit
worrying until | know nore. Right?/

"/1'd say so. WII you? "/

/ Not a chance,/Bandi cut said, and rubbed his eyes as he peered
ahead into the msts.

*

Ik couldn't last much [ onger. Towed by the Neri, he was floating
down an endless corridor. H's chest was searing now, his breath
going in and out in frantic little novenents.

*Remain as still as possible. W are nodifying the forcefield.* He tried to
obey, but it was not easy to keep his body still, and

straight, and stream ined while being pulled by a rope through the
water! He prayed that the Neri knew where they were going; if he
could just hold on ..

* W are attenpting to speed the exchange of gases through the
forcefield, out of the water. W are also attenpting to danpen your
netabolic rate. You may feel faint...* .*

Faint. The darkness actually seenmed to be |ightening around

him as everything went grey and grainy, out of focus. He no |onger
felt the burning; he felt only the nunmbness.

And then even that slipped away, as he entered a kind of

shadow wor| d of awareness

Movement of |ight and dark.., w thout bodily sensation..

Wien he blinked back to a fuller consciousness, there was stil

noti on. Sonet hi ng was ahead, sonething blurry. Shimery. Like a
mrror, but only a flicker of light on it. Wat would be shimery? Air?
Sone part of his mind wanted to launch into a furious swim

He noved his hands ineffectually, but his body could no | onger respond.
He could only hang linmply behind the Neri, mind in a fog,

as water flowed past his body.
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And then the shimer was in his face, and around him and he
br oke through boundary layer into air, blessed air. He could fee
hi s head and shoul ders out of the water, but the hel met was stil

suffocating him He gasped, trying weakly to reach--then felt

ot her
hands on the hel net, releasing straps and ties, and finally
lifting it
from his head.
S
I k's windpipe rasped as air flamed into his chest--wonderf ul
life-giving, air. It felt like fire, but he didn't care. At |east
a dozen
| ong, ragged breaths went in and out before he even noticed how
stale and nmetallic it tasted. It nust have been trapped here for a
long time. He slowy became aware of what was hol ding himup
out of the water--four or five Neri kicking in the water, support-
ing his weight. He could only wheeze in gratitude.
*Readj usti ng met abolic parameters.*
H's strength returned slowy. Mre and nore Neri appeared
around him Additional globe-lights came up out of the water, and
he could finally see the faces of S Cali and Delent'l on either
si de

of him They were in a sizable chanber, apparently an enpty hold,

il.l
with an air space allowing four or five neters of headroom between

the water line and the ceiling. Over his head he could see a num

I
her of struts and fittings on the walls and ceiling. The sounds of

breat hi ng, and | appi ng water, echoed around him H's nmouth was
ill
full of the tastes of salt, metal, and old seaweed.
i ]
"Can you breathe all right now?" called S Cali, his voice filling



t he chanber.

I, Hrr--yes,"”
| k answered--then choked, gurgling, on a nouth-
ful
of water. 'Tm-okay--" he gasped.
S' Cali

asked Ik if he thought he could clinmb up onto a | edge that

ran

al ong one side of the chanber.

fairly broad,
t

up there.

Mor e

ot her

you--urrr, push

dr aped

and it

the in-

I k | ooked where S' Cali was point-

ing. The ledge was tilted a bit toward the water, but it was

and Ik thought he night be able to hang on, if he could get

The Neri, in concert, noved himsideways through the water

Once he had an armup on the ledge, he felt a little better

lights had been brought into the chanber, and he coul d see

Neri moving beneath the surface of the water. "Can

me up?"

The answer was a powerful push under his feet, vaulting him

up onto the ledge. He turned awkwardly, with his gear stil

around him and sat facing the water.

The | edge was netal,

was cold and slippery. He could feel the stones increasing
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sulating forcefield | ayer beneath him but he started to slide at once
on the cushion of air./Turn it offi/

H s cry was unnecessary. The stones killed the field instantly.

Better to be cold than back in the water. He shivered--then thought

of his rope, still cinched around his waist, with the two ends trailing
inthe water. He pulled the ends up and stretched them out behind

him on the ledge./Try it again, just for a second./

He felt a tingle, and began to slip. But the rope held fast, keeping
himin place. He drew a | ong breath. "Thank you," he said
hoarsely, to the Neri gathered around him heads out of the water.

Delent'l clinbed up beside himand began renoving his breathing
gear. "W nust try to repair this."

"Thank you for coming," said one of the other Neri.
| k gazed at the speaker for a noment, absorbing the neaning
of his words. "I hope | amnot nore burden than hel p." He gestured

awkwardly. "I don't know what | can do for you here."

There was sone muttering, before one of the Neri said, "W
have many who are sick. If we bring themhere, will you heal thenP"

Ik felt a sudden rush of sonething |like claustrophobia, only

worse. Heal them "I... will try. John Bandicut--it was ny friend
John Bandi cut who heal ed. And his conpanion, the qu,arx." Ik
struggled to find words of apology. "I have never, hrrm attenpted
this ... healing."

"But your--" rasp. The Neri pointed to his head.

I k touched his tenples. Hi s stones. Doubts crowded into his
m nd, and in angui sh he pushed themaway. "Yes. | will try. It is
all I can do."

"W will bring the first of the wounded," answered the Neri, and
then he and several of the others sank out of sight.

Ik glanced at S Cali and Delent'|l. "Wat about the | anders? WII
they try to reach us here? Are they still fighting?"

S Cali answered, "They've taken the hold where we |left the sub
But we think they will conme no further. The passages are narrow,
and we can defend them For now, however, we're trapped here."

Ik rolled his tongue in thought, wondering what the | anders
would do with S Cali's abandoned sub. But that rem nded hi m of
somet hing el se. "What about the | ander your people captured? Are
you holding it sonewhere inside?"

"I't's in another chanber," said one of the other Neri

"Wth air?"
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Di scussi on among the Neri, too quick to follow "No.
It is wear-
i ng breathing devices."

I k blinked his eyes in alarm "There mght be a lint
to how | ong

its devices can keep it alive underwater. Can you
bring it here? O

at least to an air chanber?"
S Cali seened surprised. "W had not decided what to
do. You
think it is inmportant to keep it alive?"

"Rakhh--yes!" |k exclai ned. "Have you never nade
cont act - -

or tried to conmunicate with the | anders?"

More Neri discussion, this time with sharp, spiky
edges to it. Fi-

nally S Cali said, "W have never spoken with them W
do not

know how. "

Ik pressed his fingertips to his tenples. Never spoken... Moon

and stars! This was just like the situation he had tried--and fail ed-
to correct on the world of the Kuy. How could he hope to do any

better here? But you didn't have Li-Jared and Bandi cut and Antares
with you then, he rem nded hinself wearily.

/Do you think,/he murmured to his stones,/we m ght be
abl e

to help them speak to the Ianders?/In reply he felt a
faint tickle.

Several Neri |ight-globes were noving closer in the water
j ust



bel ow. They broke the surface. Two Neri were supporting a third;

several nore gathered to hel p boost the injured one up beside Ik.

N

Ik turned hinmself carefully to face the Neri. "This is--?"

"Rencandr o,

mur mur ed somneone.

Ik touched the Neri's arm It felt burning, freezing; he couldn't

I!l
tel

whi ch. "WAs Rencandro swnming in the warmcurrent?" |k

asked

in a throaty voice, know ng the answer already./Can we do

for hinf/

' *

Ve will try. Cal

anyt hi ng

for Bandicut if you can.*
/1

would if | could,/lk sighed. He had never before heard the

st ones

sound hesitant, wistful, afraid. It made himshiver./Shall we?/

murmured. Wth a

he
great effort, he sank into a neditative trance,
hi s

hand on Rencandro's arm Around him the echoes of |apping

wat er

and Neri voices faded to a whisper..

dozed of f agai n.
the last tine he'

there," the Neri

*

Bandi cut
jerked his head up at the sound of L'Kell's voice. He mnust

have

It seened inpossible; but then, he couldn't
remenber

d had a good, sound sleep. "W are
nearly

said quietly. He was eating some berries and
dried fish,

and he offered some to Bandicut. The berries had a sharp

tart flavor;

the fish was neaty and bland, with just a hint of salt.
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As he finished eating, L'Kell began guiding the sub closer to the
bottom practically skimrng the rock formations--probably to remain
hi dden as | ong as possi bl e.

"What's the plan?" Bandi cut asked. He thought, with a pang, that

i nstead of sl eeping, he should have been hel ping L' Kell prepare.

"We should be relatively secure, as long as we are in the sub

and don't cone too close to any of their--" rasp "--bursters. Explosives."
Bandi cut nodded. Bursters. He hadn't given nuch thought to the

tactics of battle. Mlitary tactics were not his specialty.

"We nust find a way to contact our people. They may be seal ed

up inside the weck, if the landers are still outside."

"Ckay, " Bandi cut said. "How do we do that?"

"I"'mnot certain. Actually, all of them may not be inside. Sone

of them mi ght be waiting outside. O they nmight all be in battle-

"' He paused suddenly and peered intently out the w ndow.

Bandi cut squinted. "Wat is it?"

L' Kel | pointed. There was enough sunlight in the water now to

identify |l andscape features through the blue twilight. "There's the
wreck. Now, | need you to keep a sharp watch. Tell ne if you see anything
nmovi ng. "

Bandi cut hunched close to the wi ndow. The weck was a | ong

bul ge rising fromthe bottom which he had at first taken for a ridge
of stone. He felt a surge of adrenaline. He began scanni ng met hodically.
"There!" he said, pointing to the left of the weck, which had al ready
grown | arger and clearer. Several small, dark figures were

nmovi ng j ust above the bottom

L' Kell murrmured. He was piloting very close to the silt and rock

now. Bandi cut squinted upward for a nonment; he thought he'd seen

a nonentary surface flicker. He guessed they were a hundred or

so neters down. The air pressure in the sub had been bl eedi ng off
gradual l y. He thought about bends, and prayed that his normalization
woul d hol d.

"/1f you have any probl ens,

"Il tG to snmooth things out,

i ncrease your vascul ar pressure,

and so on."/

/ How much can you do?/ he thought with a dry throat.

"/Quite a lot, | hope.

The bends factors are conpl ex;
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it's pressure change, but not just pressure change.
R mechani cal, and chenical, and

af fected by nucl eating bodies in the bl ood.

W can try to mininmze a lot of

t hat .
If it works for your dol phins and whal es,
it ought to work for you
too. "/
Bandi cut took a deep breath./Right. Good. |I'm gl ad./
"/Hey, you're ny only friend.
| don't want to
| oseyou. "/
Bandi cut bl i nked./ Thanks, / he whi spered.
L'Kell was circling to the right of the weck. "Those were
| an-
ders you saw. W'll steer clear for now I|f our people are
out si de,
e
they'll hear us."

No sooner had he spoken than a small group of Neri rose from
t he seafi oor ahead of them and closed in al ongside the sub. L'Kel
5
sl owed to bare maneuvering speed and turned on the outside

comm "What is your situation?"

The answer was too low, rapid, and distorted for Bandicut to
catch, but L' Kell seened to understand it well enough. "If the |an-
ders' numbers aren't too great, we might be able to force our way
in," he said to the swmers. "Stay close for now I1'll try to bring

us all in together." He began gradually increasing speed. "It's
goi ng

|
to be difficult," he said to Bandicut.
"The others are trapped inside? Ik, too?"



"They think so. They coul dn't see what happened on the far side.

it But
they heard bursters, and have since heard sounds fromwithin
i
t he
wreck." L'Kell rmade a hissing sound that Bandicut interpreted
as
anger, and frustration

Bandi cut

peered ahead to the | oom ng shape of the w ecked
shi p.

Was it an ocean ship or a spaceshi p? The perspective was dif-
ficult,

and the thing was half buried in silt; but it didn't ook quite
ri ght

for a submarine, and it was too streamined for an orbital-
par ki ng

ship, but not streamined enough for an atnospheric |an-
der.

Per haps configured for aerobraking--?

"/ Does
it matter what kind of ship it is?"/
/ Yeah,

actually, it mght. If it's a spaceship, it could have very
di fferent

characteristics inside--reactor powerplant, for one thing--
from

a seagoi ng ship. And depending on where it cane from and
who

was init... well, we nmght need to consider the inplications
of its

being here in the first place./
"/ Meani ng--"/
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/ Meani ng, who owns it? And are its owners around? If they're

going to be fighting over this, it would help to know sone facts.
And if the Neri have never communicated with the |landers ...
there's really no way of knowi ng, is there?/

"/Unl ess we do sonething about it."/

Bandi cut sighed darkly./Yeah. Unless we do somrething about

it./

L' Kel | brought them around to the far side of the ship. At |east

a dozen figures were hovering near the weck. At the sub's appearance,
they gathered in formati on and noved to confront the

Neri. L' Kell applied power, and with Neri sw mers keepi ng pace

on either side, he began driving in fast, slewing S-curves toward
the I anders. It appeared they were entering into battle. And as far
as Bandicut could tell, they had no weapons what soever.



HEALI NG | N THE HOLD
THE RUSHI NG WATERS, the heat, the cold, the cries of pain

and hope and despair, the desire to be healed, or to be

put over the edge into the quiet of death
I k had never experienced anything like it.

He had felt enpathic connections before, and the Iinkage of
stones with Bandi cut--and the near-telepathic fury of the ice cav-

i
erns on Shipworld--but this was different; this was a full link into
t he body, not just the m nd of another. And not just one, but one

I
after another, starting with Rencandro. Hi s stones must have | earned

nmore from Bandi cut's than he had realized, because they had risen

to the challenge. It was not quite the full, mracul ous healing that

iy, .
Bandi cut and his quarx had nmanaged wi th Lako; but Ik had pushed

Rencandro and another in the direction of recovery, given thema

breath
of hope--wi thout actually orchestrating the entire healing,

whi ch

he knew was beyond his abilities. Touching the third Neri
he' d

had to retreat in the face of an overwhel m ng desire to die.
That

Neri breathed his last, shortly after Ik broke contact.

He

was now working with his fourth, and achieving sone suc-
cess.

But it was tine to withdraw, before he lost too nmuch of his
own

strength. The warning signs were there--the faintness, the |oss
of

concentration. And the stones agreed. He shivered as he slowy
drew

away fromthe Neri. He sat a nmonent with his hand on the
Neri's

arm gazing at the dark, silent face.
*Rest



now. *
The
stones were right, of course. But it was hard to let go./There
are
so many nore. So nmany to help./lk peered at the grow ng col -
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| ection of disabled Neri, brought into the chanber by their fellows.
/How can | rest?/

*

Who can you heal, fyoufailyourself?*

/Hrahh,/ he nmurnured. To the nearest Neri, he said, "I nust
pause awhile. | nust rest.” And he was surprised by howtiring it
was even to speak those words.

The Neri buzzed anong thensel ves, and he sank al nost involuntarily
into a fleeting neditative trance, starting in and out of it

even as the Neri voices echoed their raspy echoes around him The
air in the chanber was starting to becone depleted, and there were
now so many Neri out of the water, on the | edge beside him that
they were using up the air much faster than he woul d have al one.

I k searched tiredly until he found S Cali, who was right beside him
gazing down at the Neri he had just attenpted to heal

"He seens a little stronger,” S Cali said. "WIIl he live?"

"I don't know," Ik whispered. "But the air is growing bad in
here. Can these people recover as well in the water as in the air?
amfinding it--" he paused, drawing air "--increasingly hard to

breat he."

"I will see if there are some extractors available to freshen the
air. If necessary, we can nove you. And we can certainly nove

some of the ill," S Cali said. He pulled something out of the water

whi ch had been hanging froma line. It was the air supply pack that
had mal functioned and al nost killed Ik. "This has been repaired.

You nust have struck sonething | eaving the sub. The intake vanes

were bent, blocking the flow of water through the air extractor. They
have been strai ght ened. "

Ik muttered his thanks.

"I'f you need to sleep, you mght be nmore confortable in the
water," S Cali offered.

Ik hissed a restrained |laugh. "No, thank you," he said. "But | am
glad to know that | can put this on, if | need to."

"Shall we | eave you al one, then?" asked S' Cali

"Al one? Please, no!" Ik barked. He hissed, and this tinme his

| aughter was a rel ease. "Perhaps one or two of you could stay, with
some lights."

"It is done," said S Cali

*

As L' Kell drove his sub into the path of the oncom ng | anders, Bandi - cut
caught sight of nmore of them riding powered sleds of sone
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ki nd--one sweeping in fromeach side, trailing what |ooked Iike

jet contrails, strangely beautiful in the twilight blue water. The

trails rose like a curling aurora borealis behind the sleds. He

sumed that the sleds were arned. After he pointed themout to
L'Kell, the Neri grunted, snoothed out his final S-curve, and bore
down with full throttle upon the formation of |ander sw mrers.

S
Before the sleds could get close enough to harmthem the Neri

swmers were in the mdst of the | anders. A nel ee ensued, not so
much a battle as a nutual scattering, with the |ander

swi mers fu-

tilely attacking and then trying to get out of the way of

the faster

and nore maneuverabl e Neri. Bandi cut saw sone fl ashes of

spear s

hit.

and knives, but couldn't tell if anyone was actually being
At | ast

it
the sleds, noving a good clip faster than L'Kell's sub, churned in

cl ose.

"I'f those things are arned with bursters--" L'Kell nuttered.
He
veered again toward the thickest concentration of |ander sw m
nmers. The sl eds roared past without firing. One contrail,
then an-

?..
other, boiled past the sub's nose. "They don't want to hurt their
own people!” L' Kell cried jubilantly. Indeed, the | ander sw mers

i,

were too close now for explosives to be used safely. L'Kell turned
i f

once nmore, keeping the sub noving through the mdst of the |an-



ders. There were two loud clangs on the hull as spears hit the

sub.

Bandi cut craned his neck to foll ow the | anders' novenents as

i
the sub passed them by. "They're fleeing! They're headi ng up, to-

ward the surface."
L' Kell| made a rasping sound. "W've scared them away! Al it
took was a show of force!"

Bandi cut granted. The | anders were indeed ascendi ng, noving

as quickly as they could away fromthe Neri. A few Neri sw nmers

gave chase briefly, but dove away when | ander sleds returned to

guard the retreat. As the | anders di sappeared into the m sty water
over head, Bandi cut noted that they seenmed to be nmoving at a cau-
tious rate. '7l1l4aybe we scared them" he nurnured to L' Kell.

"You think they're not fleeing?"

"They're fleeing, but I'mnot sure it's just because they're

fright-

hi m

ened. '’

L' Kell cut the sub's speed to |l et the Neri regather around

"What do you nean?"
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"They're fromthe surface," Bandi cut said. "They m ght be running
low on air. And | doubt that they have your ability to w thstand
pressure changes." L' Kell turned his eyes in puzzl enent. "Remenber

| told you it might kill me if | went straight to the surface from
your city?" L'Kell had been surprised at the time. The sea-people
seened practically inmune to the bends. But if a human tried to
make the kind of depth changes that the Neri nade routinely--wthout
bei ng "normalized" on Shipworld, anyway, and without

stones--he would die in agony as nitrogen bubbles fizzed out of
solution in his body. It seened likely that the | anders were vul nerable
to the sane problem since it arose from basic gas physics and

only a highly adapted physiol ogy could circunvent it.

L' Kell was steering the sub toward a |arge, dark gash in the side

of the wreck. The ship now | oonmed before them and for the first
time, Bandicut could see an encrustation of sea growmh on its surface.
He squinted, trying to get a better |ook--and his heart nearly

st opped when three | anders suddenly flashed out of the weck

chased by Neri swi nmers. Two of the |landers made their escape
upward, but the third took a spear through its abdonen--and

sank, withing, toward the bottom Bandicut shuddered, as the

dyi ng | ander and the pursuing Neri dropped out of his view He
hadn't even gotten a good | ook at the |lander, but he didn't have to,
to feel the horror.

"This sickness?" L'Kell said, wthout nentioning what they had
just seen. "It mght keep themfromreturning?"

Bandi cut grunted. "It would mean they can't stay down for nore

than a short time, without getting sick or dying on the way back

up. They're probably partway up right now, hanging at an internedi ate
dept h--"

"Waiting to come back down?" L'Kell barked. "W should go
after them "

"No!" Bandi cut said, shaking his head. He didn't want a bl oodbath

on his conscience. "I mean they're deconpressing slowy, on

their way up. If I"'mright, they can't cone back down--not right
away, and probably not today. Al though others might come, | suppose.”
L'Kell rmuttered darkly to himself. "Then we'll station guards,

while we investigate inside the weck. But | hope you are right
about this, John Bandicut."
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/1 hope I am too,/Bandicut thought.

Steering the sub into the breached-open hull, L' Kell pointed to

anot her Neri sub, alnpbst lost in the shadows--jamred agai nst an

i nner wall of the hold. "It's S Cali's. And look." L' Kell pointed to the
nose of the sub.

Bandi cut coul dn't see nuch, no real sign of danage. But no |ight

shone within its interior, and there was no novenent inside, and--

iil
wait a minute. Was it flooded? Yes, there was an air pocket near the

top of its viewport. Bandicut grunted, trying not to junp to con-

clusions. "The | anders attacked it?" he said, not voicing his real fear

whi ch was that Ik was inside, drowned. And if not, then where was

he?
L' Kel |
spoke on the comnmto several Neri sw nmers who had
l,l,ll
emer ged
fromthe shadows, then reported, "Your friend is alive, in-

si de
t he shi pwreck. "
Bandi cut' s
breath went out in a rush. "Is he all right?"

"l
do not know his condition," L' Kell said. "But you are needed
i nsi de.
W nust get you in there."
AN
" How?"
Bandi cut frowned. "WII the sub fit?"

W'll have to swm And we should hurry, before any pikarta

turn up." Parking the sub beside the other, L' Kell craw ed back to

the aft conpartment. He brought out a set of gear that resenbled

{.:

somet hing froman old Jules Verne holo, with an odd-I| ooki ng hood

and a backpack that |ooked as if it had been handmade from ol d



V.o,
junk. Bandi cut shuddered; he'd been hurriedly fitted for the gear

il
before setting out, but he'd prayed that an energency requiring it

woul d never arise. "It is quite safe for our young," L'Kell said, as
t hough readi ng his thoughts. "There is no reason why it shoul dn't
serve you just as well."

Bandi cut could think of plenty of reasons. "Is Ik wearing
one

of these?"
"I don't know how el se he could have gotten out of the sub."
Bandi cut held up the hood./Charlie, old boy--/
"/--old girl--"/
/1 hope you're ready to do some energency resuscitation./
"/ Do we know there are Neri in need
of resuscitation?"/
/1 wasn't thinking of the Neri./
"/ Ch. "/

Wth L' Kell's help, Bandicut began to put the thing on
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It was unnerving, swiming with a hood over his head that

m ght have been nade of |eather and transparent seaweed, and

a flow of air that was cold and salty and filled with a dozen
unidentifiable snells. Bandicut tried to keep up with L' Kell, but
without swmfins it was difficult. L' Kell offered to tow hi mby
his straps, but Bandi cut waved himoff and began boosting hinself

al ong the corridor by grabbing wall protrusions and bul kheads.

He had kept his clothes on, counting on a ghostly forcefield created
by his stones to keep himdry. Buoyancy control had proved

a bit of a problem until L'Kell had attached sone small weights to
hi s vest.

They had | eft the chanmber where the sub was parked, and were

maki ng their way down a long, dark corridor into the heart of the
ship. There were few sea-growths on the inner walls; apparently

the local varieties required light to thrive. Chenol unm nescent | anps
carried by the Neri provided the only illunination. Bandi cut thought
he felt a current noving through the corridor. He al so thought he
saw ghosts and sea nonsters draw ng back out of sight every tine

he turned his head./What the hell are we doing here?/ he thought

with a shiver.

"/1s that a rheton' cal question?"/

He di dn't bot her answering.

*

They swam sone di stance, naking half a dozen turns in the ship's
corridors, until they arrived in a |largi sh space where a nunber of
Neri were gathered in the water. It was a surreal -1 o0oking gathering,
a sl ow dance of dark, big-eyed creatures of the night, caught in the
ghostly glow of the Neri lanterns. One other thing caught Bandi-cut's
attention--a rippling shimer off to one side. No--it was

overhead. An air space! L' Kell |ed himupward, and they broke the
surface. Bandicut sculled the water with both hands as he peered
around out of the awkward Neri hood. The visor started to fog up

but before it did, he glinpsed a seni-Ilevel surface above the water
with several figures on it.

"/Was |k there? Did you see hin?"/ /No./Bandicut felt a gentle push. He was
bei ng nudged toward

the ledge. He tried to propel hinself, and realized that it had been
along time since he had tried to swmw th scuba gear on the sur-
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face, especially with no fins and a fogged visor. It was harder

t han
it |ooked.
Soneone gave hi m anot her push from behind, and L' Kell had
his straps now and was towi ng himthe renmai ning di stance to the
| edge. Then he had his hands up on it, and felt a rocketing boost
under his feet. Before he knew what was happeni ng, he'd nade an
effortless vault onto the | edge. Gasping, he turned and sat with
hi s
| egs dangling in the water.
"/ Do you suppose this air is breathabl e?"/
Charl ene asked.
Before he had tine to wonder, several sets of hands began dis-
connecting his gear and lifting the hood fromhis head. His first
N
breath was an involuntary gasp; then he caught himself and tried
to sanple it nore critically. It was nmetallic, and snelled |like
| ow
tide, but seemed perfectly breathable.
L' Kel | perched beside himas he | ooked around in the lantern
glow. There was no sign of Ik, but a half dozen or so Neri were sit-
ting or lying on the ledge. It was a good-sized chanber, maybe a
hol d--or nore likely, a working rooni he coul d see obscure-
| ooki ng
machi nes nmounted on the walls above his head. Instru-
ment s?
Tool s?
Is that what the Neri were sal vagi ng? He wondered
y, . 1111, if
t he
ship had conme to rest upright, or on its side; nmaybe they were
it sitting
on
a wall or partition. If it was a spaceship, he wondered
what the
bridge looked like. O if it had a bridge.
"/ John? |

t hi nk you'd better
i"



take a |l ook at these Neri. "/

He turned and | ooked nmore closely at the Neri behind him They

didn't
| ook good. "The sick and wounded," L'Kell said. "Can you

.
i.. do anything for
t hen®?"

Bandi cut suddenly felt as if he had just landed in a
transmogri -

fied war holo, in one of those scenes in a field triage unit,
wher e

t he wounded are everywhere and the doctors and nurses are
des-

'".:' perately trying not to show their despair. "I don't know, " he

ad-

mtted. "Do you know where |k
is?"

L' Kell was talking to another Neri. Suddenly he pointed.
" Down

there, |
t hi nk."

Bandi cut squinted into the water. Lights were noving, and
shad-

owy figures. Monents |ater, the water broke, and someone
sur f aced

wearing a helnmet much like his, and was practically catapulted
out

of the water by his escorts. Bandi cut reached out a hand to
st eady

hi m
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"Jesus, Ik, aml| glad to see you!" he said hoarsely.

Ik couldn't speak until he was freed of his gear. "Hrahh!" he cried
in return, his voice strained. "John Bandicut! You canme! But |

t hought you were down in the abyss." The Hraachee' an's eyes
sparkled with an inner fire of joy.

"I was," Bandicut whispered, squeezing his friend's arm He was

so happy to see Ik he nearly wept. "But | heard you needed a doct or
here.”

He neant it with a trace of hunor, but Ik | ooked around and

said soberly, "It is true, ny friend. | have done what | can--"
"You nmean you can heal, too?"

"My stones have | earned sone things fromyours. | hope | have

hel ped sonme of the patients back in the other chamber. Only tine
will tell."” Ik rubbed his tenmples with what seemed great weari ness.
"They brought nme out because the air was going bad and they didn't
have the equi pment they needed to set up air purifiers." Ik turned
and scrutinized the air space surrounding them "W can last a while
here, | suppose. And then we will have to put our equi pment on
again. | don't know how many spaces like this there are in this
wreck. "

"Do you know what the weck is? Is it a spacecraft?"

"That is ny guess. But | do not know for certain. And | do not

think that the Neri know. Perhaps, for now, it doesn't nmatter."
"Maybe, " Bandi cut said. "Maybe not." He rubbed the back of his

neck, frowning.

Ik turned to peer at the Neri lying on the | edge. "W should not

del ay. Many of these people are very ill."

Bandi cut took a deep breath./Are you ready?/

"/ Ready aa' | can be."/

"Then let's begin," he said. He slid over and touched the arm of

the nearest patient on his side./It's going to be a |long night./

*

It was an even longer night than he had i nagi ned--perhaps not

by the clock, but in the toll it exacted fromhis mnd and body. Wen
he finally | ooked up and nmet Ik's gaze, then L'Kell's, he could barely
regi ster their expressions. He had | abored | ong and hard, inagining
hi nsel f a physician working deep into the night in a city hospital..
and as a Neri healer, striving with i nadequate tools to bring
together spirit and flesh.., as one of the shadow people of Ship-world,
probing intricate and mysterious systens.., as a mage from

ancient fairy tales, tirelessly spinning enchantnents of healing and
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power. In the end, though, it was just hinmself and Charlie, work-

ing with the stones. And not far away, |k working in his own si-

| ence.
d ancing to one corner, he noticed soneone sitting between
two
Neri--a little smaller than the Neri, its face obscured by a mask
and
an array of tubes and hoses. Bandi cut rubbed his eyes, wondering
i
if he was dreaming, in the surrealistic near-darkness. He gl anced
at
his friends and gl anced back. The being was still there. Wo was
it? O what? A | ander?
The quarx seenmed to be trying to find an opening in his
bl urry
consci ousness to speak
"/ John--"/
/ Yeah, / he
sighed, forgetting the strange sight as quickly as he
e ! had
noticed it. /You did ... good work./He felt a flicker of pain

as
he said that. They had | ost three patients that he knew of. He
I

i t hought
they had heal ed nore than they had |l ost--five, naybe, or
seven.

Truthfully, he had | ost count.

"1
think.., you know. ..

you
had better get to sonmeJkesh air."/
/ Fresh
ai r?/ he thought nuddily.
ii?
"/ John,

r m..$obn..
I'm
trying to conpensate,
I
i but
toe air Cas gotten really depleted..."/



= He
rubbed his eyes again. He was dinly aware, now that he

Syt t hought about it, that he was breathing shallowy and
rapidly.
Waves

i of |ightheadedness were passing through
him He
was suf focating.

e So was |k, probably. Dam. He
turned his head to squint at

L' Kel I,
and
had trouble getting words out.
?
Rrrrm .. hrahh.. "Ik | ooked unsteady, as well.

He managed to funble for
the hel met of his breathing gear. It
slid away from
hi m and
spl ashed into the water. Sank

Dear Cod.
"/ John, | don't know if--"/
There was anot her spl ash
and the helnmet flew back up onto
the | edge, propelled by a
Neri hand. Somneone el se grabbed it be-
fore
he could nove. Wait... | need that...
There was sone jostling
around him and then the hood cane
down over his head like
an oversi zed hat, and soneone was strap-
pi ng the breathing gear onto his back
He gasped; the air in the hood
was no better; in fact, it
was
wor se.
He
started
to
gr ope
blindly.



THE | NFI NI TE SEA * 197

Sonet hi ng pushed him from behind. He flailed. The water

crashed around him deafening him envel oping him Drowning

him Please... no... | need... The water was cold, nonentarily
overwhel ming his insulating forcefield--and jolting himalert for a
second.

He choked, air rasping into his lungs. On about the fourth

breath, it started to seemdifferent. Better. He gulped ... sweet,
oxygen-rich air. Panting out the carbon dioxide, he was still dizzy;
he was tunbling through the water. Then someone was hol di ng

hi m

"/ Are you . . . okay...John?"/

/ Yes, /[ he whi spered. And gradually his vision and his thoughts
cleared. And slowy he conprehended what the Neri had done. The
breat hi ng gear had only a small reservoir of air; it drew fresh oxygen
fromthe water, and flushed out the carbon dioxide. The only

way they could revive himwas to get himback into the water, fast.
Soneone was floating in front of him peering worriedly. Finally

he made out who it was--L'Kell. And beside him also slowy recovering,
was | k.

"/ That was cl ose, John.

W coul dn't have gone ruch | onger."/

She was right. But why hadn't his body's own warning systens
alerted himto the danger, before the critical point? The stones, at
| east.

"/l think we were al

too focused on the healing."/

/e all?/

"/ The stones included.

They | ost track."/

/1" 11 be dammed, / Bandi cut whi spered. He shook inside his hel net

and gave a little laugh./ The stones nmake mstakes. | can't tel
you how nmuch that cheers ne./

W Aararay|

/You'll either understand it, Charlie, or you won't./Peering at

his friends, Bandicut slowy raised his right hand and held up a circled
thunmb and forefinger, first to L'Kell, then to Ik. The standard

diver's signal: OK/ K?

Hs two friends | ooked at himin apparent puzzlenment as he

wonder ed: m ght the stones have passed on this bit of |inguistic obscurity
in their exchanges?



198

* JEFFREY A. CARVER

Ik finally raised his right hand, attenpting to reproduce

t he ges-

ture. He had troubl e deciding which of his two thunbs to

close with

which finger, and finally presented Bandicut with a

doubl e-O and

a single unopposed finger sticking up. Bandi cut nodded and

| ooked
at L'Kell. The Neri was trying, too, but the webbing got in
t he way,
and his forefinger didn't seemjointed quite right for the
gesture.
i
Neverthel ess, the intent was clear. Bandi cut nodded.
"Are you recovered?" he heard in a scratchy voice from
L' Kel I.
He had forgotten about the commin the hel net.
"I"'mokay. But we can't breathe this air any |onger."
"We know," L'Kell said. "Let's swim There will be nore air
in
the corridor, where there's a noving current." They ki cked
down-

i'lll
ward, making their way slowy through the fl ooded gl oom

Their swmwas interrupted by a rasping outcry and sounds of

P
a conmmoti on. Bandi cut paused, turning in confusion; he couldn't
I
Poi
tell where it was happening, but several Neri streaked past them

on their way out of the conpartnent. "Wat is it?" he asked.

L' Kel | shot ahead briefly, then returned, |ooking agitated. "The

yaill.
| ander prisoner!" he cried. "It escaped while we were di stracted over

the air! It's fled out into the ship.



P
| k and Bandi cut exchanged gl ances. |Ik's voice rasped i ncom

prehensi bly; his conmdidn't seemto be working. Bandi cut

won-
{r711,1.:
dered what |k knew about the prisoner. That rmust have been the
creature in the face mask. L'Kell was trying to get themto nove
Vi
faster--as if they would be of any use in trying to capture an es-
it
caped |l ander. They did their best, but in the end they sinply Iinped
al ong behind L' Kell.
They reentered the long corridor and followed it around sev-
eral bends. The | ander was | ong gone, but according to Neri who
were swarm ng about, it apparently had fled further into the
shi p,
rather than trying to get out past the Neri guards. Perhaps
it knew
it had no chance that way. Perhaps it was suffering fromair
pr ob-
lems itself and was delirious.
Bandi cut felt a twinge of sympathy for the being. Even if it
got
away, where would it go? It was unlikely that its people
woul d be

waiting directly outside to rescue it--and could it even

survi ve the

deconpression after so long at this depth? Quite possibly it

was act -

ing in blind desperation, with little or no real hope.
The | ayout of the ship renmai ned unfathomable to Bandicut; he

had seen nothing, really, except w nding and turning

corridors. But
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one thing he had noticed was that there were curves bending in al
three dimensions in the corridors, which suggested that it was desi gned
for either zero gravity or variable gravity. If that was the case,
what was a spaceshi p--starshi p?--doing on the bottom of the

ocean? \Wat had brought it here, and was there any rel ationship
between it and the Neri, or the |anders?

"/ The stones are pretty nmuch with you

on this one."/

/ Meani ng what ? They know what it's all about, but don't want
totell ne?/

Char seened puzzled by his tone.

"/ 1 don't think they know t he answers.

But they suspect sone of the same connections

that you do."/

/ And what connections do | suspect?/

"/ The ship. And the | anders.

Probably not the Neri. "/

Bandi cut frowned, peering down the tonblike corridor. A pair

of Neri were down at the far end, exploring with their lanps. L'Kel
and the others nearby were | ooking forward and back now, uncertain
whi ch way to go. Bandi cut had a sudden thought. If he were

the I ander, an air-breather in a foreign environment, trying to get
away from pursuing fishnen, where would he go?

"/l don't know.

I's there an answer to that?"/

Bandi cut turned to L'Kell. "I'"mbetting he won't try to get out
right away. He's been down too long for easy deconpression. If it
were ne, I'd try to find an air chanber | could hide in until ny own

peopl e came back. That's if he's in his right nind."

L' Kel | | ooked puzzled. "Why woul dn't he be?"

"He m ght be injured, his air mght be bad, who knows?" Bandi - cut
gestured. "I was pretty frantic when | started to run out of air.
And if that's the case, we have to find himfast or he may die." He
t hought desperately. "Are there other air chanbers? Places where
he mi ght hide?"

"It's a large ship," L' Kell said. "W've only explored a fraction
of it."

Bandi cut chafed. "But isn't there--"

A Neri sped into view fromover his shoul der. "The | ander has
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been spotted upcurrent, noving deeper and higher! Two sw nmers
have gone after him"

"Toward the room of madness?" cried a Neri naned S Cali

with
alarmin his voice
"Room of madness? What is that? Is that the reactor? A place
where you think there's radiation?" Bandi cut turned around, his
own

fear grow ng.

"l don't think so," said L'Kell. "At |east, there's no
warnmh in the

current there, and no glow. W don't know what it is. But--"
"What ?" asked Bandi cut .
"Two of our people ventured there when we first started ex~

ploring--and it drove them-" rasp "--mad. Not like the radiation

sickness. It was their mnds. They died--crying and babbling."

L' Kel | | ooked around anpbng his conpani ons. "Wy would the |an-

Y
der go there?"

ii:
"Maybe he doesn't know," said Bandicut. "Maybe he has no idea,

or he's gone crazy. But if he's trying to hide, and that's a pl ace
your

peopl e are staying away from-"

"W'd have to swmin after him" S Cali said, and there was fear

in his voice.

Bandi cut drew a breath. "Can you take ne that way?"

*

{':ii
As they approached the expanding end of the corridor, where the



....... , room
of madness was said to be, the Neri grew increasingly appre-

"I:* hensive. Bandicut nmet Ik's gaze flickering through the hood, and
coul d
practically read his thoughts: John Bandicut, do nothing

f ool i sh.
" "/ That is
good advi ce.
Wrhy are we
doi ng
this?"/

D /1'"mnot sure. A hunch. He m ght have gone
somewhere el se,
and maybe they'll find him But if he's gone to this
room Char,
we've got to go after him That |ander m ght be
crucial. The first
chance for contact, for conmunication. W can't |et

hi m go. And
we m ght save his life./
The quar x
hesi tat ed
a nonent.

"/ Ckay.
I just wanted to be sureyou
had a reason."/

/1"l need you and the stones to hel p ne./Bandi cut
t ook sev-
< eral deep breaths. /They're sure they can stop radiation
with
t hat
' forcefiel d?/

"/ For

a

tine.
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It might put a drain on their reserves.
And they m ght not be able to stop everything."/ /Okay. And the rest?/

"/Well, we don't know what to expect,
do we?"/
/No. But if this is a starship--well, | have some nenories of

"spatial transformation" on the way fromnmy honme star out to Ship-world.
It was really, really weird--but the stones hel ped pull ne

through it. But the Neri, now-it would be even nore alien to

them -and w t hout stones, it mght well kill tem/

"/You're making a pretty big guess here."/

/1 know. You ready if we have to go in?/

The quarx said nothing. She was ready.



THE MA !|'SS ROOM

Two NERI WF. RF. waiting near the entrance to the room and
they both | ooked nervous as hell. They reported that they

had | ost sight of the |ander, but thought it had conme this
way.

..... You don't know if it's in there?" asked L'Kell

"We think it is. W saw sonething nove in there. But we didn't
want to go in," nurnured one of the swimrers. "We didn't know
what m ght happen--"

"Very well," said L'Kell, with a glance at Bandi cut, who

thought, /This is it, Char./ Wth L' Kell, 1k, and S Cali, Bandi cut
noved cautiously past the swimer and peered into the chanber
openi ng.

The room was oval and about the size of a small gymmasi um

and completely flooded. It was hard to see clearly, with only the
Neri lanterns for light--and one other, tiny light source visible on
the far side of the room The |lander, with a stolen Neri lantern? If
so, it wasn't noving. Bandicut and his friends hovered just outside
the entrance, taking a careful look. In the center of the egg-shaped
room a dark mass hung suspended like a petrified yolk; there was
not hi ng but water where the white would have been. Bandi cut

could not tell, in the dimlight, what supported the yol k. But there
were definitely invisible forces active in the room Even at the entrance,
he coul d feel an indescribable tingle sonewhere at the

edges of his senses. He couldn't put a name to it, or even say which
sense was affected, but it made himjittery in a physical way, |ike
the effects of too nuch caffeine.
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He took a slow breath to steady hinself, and surveyed the
perimeter of the room-the inner surface of the eggshell. It was
not snooth, he realized, but festooned with spiky, spiral-shaped
structures that |ooked al nbst |ike antennas. Was the whol e thing
some kind of space-tinme transformer? It was possible he was conpletely
wrong; but it seemed to himthat there was nore visual distortion
than coul d be accounted for by the water alone.

"/l feel resonances--"/

[OF--2/

"/ Ancient menories.., transformations..

| ong voyages, before |I knew you."/

Bandi cut held his breath./So you think--7?/

"/ Your guess may be right."/

Wth a grunt, Bandicut turned in the water to face the others.
"TI1 go in. | think the quarx and | can handle it."

L' Kel | "s huge eyes peered at him "That woul d be very dangerous.

| question whether--"

"I know, but | think it's worth the risk. L' Kell, if that's the |ander
over there, | mght be able to bring it out, save it." He turned
to k. "Can we use your rope as a lifeline?"

I k's voice was weak and distorted without a conm "Hrahh." He
began stretching out the rope, attaching it to Bandicut.

When the rope was secure around his waist, Bandicut called to

L'Kell. "I can't swmvery fast, so | need all of you to give ne a good,
solid push, straight toward that |ight. Okay?"

"John Bandi cut, | don't know -"

"Let's just do it, okay?"

"Very well," said L'Kell, waving to S Cali and another Neri to

hel p. "Be careful, ny friend."

Bandi cut nodded, doubl e-checked the rope, then caught Ik's eye

and raised a circled thunb and forefinger. The Hraachee' an returned

t he gesture, and Bandicut turned to face the open chanber. He
stretched his body so that he was floating horizontally, arms straight
ahead. H s heart pounded. "Ready!"

The Neri, with a long thrust, propelled himforward. "Let go!"

he cried, then realized that they already had. He held hinmself rigid,
stretching his nmonentum as he sailed through the water, across the
open space, to the left of center. The tingling grew stronger around
hi s head and shoul ders and waist. As he felt his monentum failing,
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he gave a breastkick stroke and raised his head to check his posi-
tion.

At |east, that was what he'd intended. But instead of

confirm ng

his long, smooth glide, he found hinself tunbling. /Wait--that's
not right--/ \Were he'd expected to see the central mass, he

glinpsed a spinning array of spines, rapidly drawing closer. Wth

muffled cry, he tried to tuck, to change direction
"/Don't make any sudden novements.""
the quarx cried, applying just enough inhibition to slow his ac-

tions.

/What are you doing? W're going to hit--/

"/1 don't think so./

It's an ill usion/

Try turning your head--slowy."/

He swal | owed hard, turning. A spinning dizziness canme over

Ly
him the world flipping.., flipping again. Sonething was disrupt-

i ng

his equilibrium He caught a sharp breath, reaching for his

I i, flight skills in spatial disorientation: when feelings

contradi ct

real -

t he
i n-

lk's

ity, ignore the seat-of-the-pants, suppress the instinct, foll ow

strunments. But there were no instrunments here--just vision, and
R I
rope to pull himback. Ik's rope! He felt it slithering | oose fromhis
wai st, and grabbed for it--too late. Gone! The spines and spirals

were growi ng before his eyes. It was like silence-fugue, bad--but



it wasn't silence-fugue, it was real
/Charlie, help me!/he whispered.
"/ Working-- the stones--"/

The answer was breathl ess, but the quarx was true to her

wor d,
énd an instant later, he saw a spidery grid superinposed over his
vision./Wat's that--7?/
"/ The stones are
tracki ng your course changes.
1'1l interpret--"/
He tried to answer, but his breath went out and he coul dn't
do
anyt hi ng except let go and all ow the know edge of the stones to
flow through the quarx into his muscles.
He rotated slightly and stroked once, hard, with his arns.
The

deadly outer shell of the room ball ooned and di storted, and opened

up like a billowing curtain. In the center of the opening was the

central mass, the egg yolk quivering like gelatin in zero gravity.
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wave of dizziness passed through him And along with it a feeling

of another kind, a feeling that sonething or soneone was near by.

The | ander?

The feeling was indistinct, rem nding himof the neurolink. But

there was a sense of disconnectedness, as if a gulf of space, or

wavel engt h, or phase separated the sonmeone-else fromhim like a
silent wall. He probed the surroundings with his thoughts, as he

m ght have probed a neuro, trying to find the source of the feeling.
He felt a stirring in response, but couldn't identify it as animate
or inanimate. He was |l osing his visual connection to this place, as
if the dark mass had softened and surrounded him he felt as if he
were probing, falling through a wall of snoke, or something w spier
yet firmer, light as snoke but solid, Iike an aerogel. He felt a boundary
| ayer between where he was and where the sonething-el se was.

There was not hi ng humanl i ke about it; but it was aware of him reacting
to him making ripples through sone | evel of space-tine to

whi ch he was sensitive

"/l feel a sense of sonething |ong..

very long."/

/Long, like in local terns?/

"/Long, like.., cosnic.

Li ke a thread, or a tunnel

stretching to infinity."/

Bandi cut shivered, suddenly wi shing that he had not cone

here, had not made this connection. He felt utterly inpotent, and
ignorant, in the face of these forces. What did he think he was goi ng
to do, renake then? He thought he knew what this was now,

thought it was a kind of reactor--or no, not really a reactor, it

was a- -

"/ Stardrive,"/

t he quarx nur nur ed.

/Yes,/ he answered. And maybe it was di sabl ed, or broken

maybe it no longer had the power to nove a spacecraft--but it was

not dead, not yet. He vividly renenbered "threading space" with
Charlie-Two aboard Neptune Explorer, and though it had seened

m nd- bogglingly strange at the time, he suspected that this thing was
nore exotic, perhaps nore like the "spatial transformation"” that had
propelled himfromthe solar systemto the cold darkness of intergalactic
space.
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"Possi bly. Possibly true.

But..."/
The quarx was uncertain, and he knew she was trying to piece
together his old nenories with her old nenories, trying to weave

i n what ever understandi ng the stones were able to give her

"/ The tunnel | feel here is nore
like...
t he star-spanner, | think.
Not driving you, exactly, but
firing you

t hrough the |ight-years."/

Char's words gave hima sudden, cold fear./This thing is a
star-

spanner?/Was it about to hurl himacross interstellar space,
ri ppi ng

himfromhis friends and his |ast vestiges of--?
i:
"/No, | don't think so.

It doesn't seemon the
verge of that.

i,
But if it is
a star-spanner,
ior,’
the stones think it's not from Shipworld. "/

/ Then--/
"/ And
here's
t he ot her thing:
<7.", you're
not

actually in its presence-- not yet.

It's not



here

with you."/
(i. i Not
inits
presence? Bandi cut thought. Then whose presence was
he in?
He felt hinself rotating slowy in the water, and had a vision
{iiii.:.
of
the rooms core, the central mass, curved around himlike a
doughnut .
There was sone serious bending of space-tine hap-
peni ng
here, and he didn't know whether to be fascinated or terri-
fied.
"/ John,
[tl'nd this very confusing-
and
yes, terrifying.
I
don't want to stay here any |longer than we have to."/
Bandi cut
peered around anxiously, renmenbering with a jolt that
he
had come in here | ooking for the escaped | ander. But his eyes
wer e

wavering, and he wasn't sure he woul d recogni ze the | ander
i

even
if he sawit.
"/ John,
what ever we're directly in the presence of
is

connected to sonething far nore powerful,

and
dangerous. "/
Bandi cut
drew a breath of dank air--and suddenly knew what
t he
gquarx was referring to./ The Maw of the Abyss? Are you telling
ne

that this spaceship is connected to whatever's down there in the

bott om
of the ocean?/ He reeled at the thought.
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Char didn't answer, didn't have to.

/1 will be b'joogered,/he whispered. And his thoughts began

spiraling off in a way that m ght have led to silence-fugue or worse,
but somehow stayed controlled. Maybe it was Char's influence, but
what ever the reason, his thoughts were spinning in an uncanny
convergence of rationality and intuition. He was coming to an understandi ng,
and not by the usual route; it felt like speeding in an

ai rpl ane around raci ng pyl ons, and scoopi ng up words and data and
clarity in a whirl that left no tine for breath or articulation of

t hought .

He came to, with a shivering intake of breath--and a realization

that he was rotating physically. He was peering down the barre

of a long, faintly glow ng tube, and noving slowy toward it.

That was what Char feared. He was not in the Maw, but he was

close to it in sonme terrifying fashion; this thing surroundi ng himwas
intimately connected to the Maw, and had been since its arrival on
this worl d.

/That's it,/he whispered.

“/What's it?"/

The quarx had been trying to keep himtogether all this tine,

and she was dazed.

/ That' s what happened to the ship--1 think./

"/You nmean... ?

Wait-- the stones are getting

sone kind of data downl oad."/

/ Dat a downl oad?/ He waited, not speaking. As Char gathered

the data, he let his mind fill with the resulting images, and slowy
realized . . . were they downl oading fromsone interstellar bl ack-box
recorder the events that had brought this craft down? The inages
formed quickly and bew I deringly, but he caught the centra

event:

The stardrive, its tendrils extended into whatever tortured reality
defined its operating regi ne, was caught in intersecting space-tinme
fields projected by sonething deep in a distant planet. It

shoul d not be possible, but it was; it was trapped in a tightening
web, unable to free itself. Fromorbit, unable even to turn itself off,
it was being drawn into a deadly, spiraling descent..

The | andi ng was cushi oned by the same forces that caused it.

The spaceship, half in and half out of normal space-time, did not
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so nmuch crash as materialize at the bottom of the atnosphere, ne-
ters above the ocean surface. The inpact, though hard enough to

shatter critical stardrive conponents, was not so hard as to kil

nost

of the passengers. It remmined on the surface awhile, sinking
sl ow y

enough to allow for evacuation of |iving inhabitants and sone
har d-

ware and supplies; and then it sank beneath the waves, |eaving a

scattered armada of rafts and nakeshift boats to struggle toward

shore.

The stardrive remai ned | ocked in the deathgrip of the

strange

thing that had doonmed it. It noved a little, by fits and starts,
cl oser

to the thing. And its people, those it had carried across the
stars in

sear ch
of a new hone, vani shed over the waters and nade them
,,. selves known only by whispering, half audible transm ssions.
Soon
,c' !
even

they did not even seemlike the sane people. They seened

L2t il | ess so when they returned later, nuch later, to begin
stripping the
caa s PN
wreck, w thout so nmuch as an attenpt to speak to the sou

of
t he
stardrive.
 ( There seened a note of ... regret? ... or
nor e
i ke sad-
o ness ... in the imges. Was that a reflection of

t he bei ngs who

created the machine, or was it merely Bandi cut
and Char's
inter-

ti pretation?
{7:::,; Bandi cut thought he



heard sonet hi ng--a
voi ce.
Char ?
"/ Not me."/

vl Then it spoke
again. Not in words. The stones seenmed unabl e
to translate, or even put an
overlay of meaning upon it. But he felt

the stones' increasing desire to understand it. It was a thrumm ng

ki nd of sound, like a
string bass sinulating a human voice. At first
he'd thought he had heard it in
his mnd; nowit seenmed to be vi-
brating through

t he
wat er, surroundi ng him making his
skin tin-

gl e.
And then it faded away.

/Did you
hear that? Do you know
what it was?/
"/l tried.
But | coul dn
wait,
| feel sonething closer
Do you feel it?"/
Bandi cut strained, |et
his awareness drift back fromits focus on
t he
stardrive. There was sonething out there, sonething nuch
smal | er and weaker. Not
a
part of the stardrive
connecti on.
But it
I! felt alive: confused, frightened.

li "/Can you see it... with your eyes?"/
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He blinked. He had become so engrossed in the inner contact

that he had nearly |ost his sense of the physical. The Iight was uneven,
wavering, warped by the distortions of the stardrive core. He
slowy turned. One instant, the stardrive seenmed an archway surrounding
him the next, it was a strangely glinmrering pinpoint in

front of him

And then he saw it, floating just beyond the pinpoint: a dark
shape, bent and curled. It took hima nonment to realize what it was,
hel pless in the fields of distortion./Char--/

"/Yes, that's it.

It's the | ander, the one we cane for."/

Bandi cut nodded slowly; he'd had trouble renenbering how

this sojourn had begun--in an effort to capture, or rescue, the

| ander. /What now? | don't knowif | can get over to it./ He
nmoved his arnms and | egs, not so nuch to propel hinmself as to

est abl i sh whet her he coul d propel hinself. He quickly found that
his novenent in the water was al nost uncontrollable; there were
invisible, and turbulent, currents here that he could not conpete
wi t h.

"/Arms out--hold themstill."/

/Un?/ He did as Charlie requested, but w thout understanding.

"/If we can't control the current;

maybe we can ride them™"/

After a few monents of using his arns as vanes, he saw that it
was i ndeed having an effect. He felt the current turning himand
carryi ng himdownward, but away fromthe |lander. /Ride them

wher e?/ he asked worriedly.

"/ Toward the |ander, | think."/

/But this isn t--/

"/ The currents do not nove in straight lines.

The stones have been trying to track them

If we can sweep around..."/
He was, in fact, drifting below the core now, in a slow arc that
per haps woul d take himtoward the | ander, after all. At the sane

time, the shape of the room had begun changing around him in a

slow, elastic twisting. He steadied his nerves, and waited for the

stones' grid to reappear in his vision; and it did, but just for a noment,
and then the grid distorted and di ssol ved.

"/ They're losing track..

they' re not sure anynore."/
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He grunted, and blinked in a slow, nethodical rhythm taking
in the surroundi ngs each time his eyes opened, but taking care not
to keep them open | ong enough for the blurring to make hi m any

di zzier. He nust have drifted into a nore active zone of the
space-

I
time-altering fields. Now how the hell was he going to get out

of it?
"/Try to descend, "/

mur mur ed Charl ene's voice, as though froma very great dis-
t ance.

Descend? How coul d he possibly even know whi ch way was
down?

"/ Exhal e. .
streamine..."/

o
course; he had forgotten his basic diving skills. He expelled
all the air fromhis lungs, pressed his arns to his sides.

He felt
hi m

. sel f
begi nning to
si nk.

R A rai nbow
fl ashed
around hi monce, tw ce.

And then he heard the voice of the

stardrive,
a chine
si ngi ng

ti:', to him
/ Pl ease,
st ones- - what
are they sayi ng?/
i'ti" He was descending out of the field,

he
t hought.., or perhaps

not. Somet hing was propelling himforward, a current.
He drew in

a shallow breath and expelled it, trying to keep his
negative
buoy-

ancy. WAs the stardrive core over his head now? He coul d see



only

,,,.. a haze of sparkling

things that, for a startling nonent, reni nded
hi m of the col ony creatures

called the Maksu. He called out silently,
Can you

hear ne?

Can you stop this madness?

" The current carried him

forward, and then he began rising in an
arc that no anount of

breath control would affect. And he heard a
voice that was a little Iike the

husky voice of Ik, and a little like the
i mpossi ble netallic groan

of the Maksu, and a little |like a dozen
ot her ki nds of voices,

saying, "This

one needs you. Can you help him
to freedon®?"
And in

that instant of uncertainty, he suddenly saw the curl ed,
cri ppl ed shape

of the lander directly before him He reached out
and caught the |ander

in his hands, and an instant later felt the
current

coiling about him pulling himinto a slow hal f-sonersault.
He struggled for a noment

to slip out of the current, but it was
hopel ess.

Ik,

pul | ne in! he thought--then remenbered that Ik's

I: rope was gone.

He

drew

a

sl ow,

even

breat h,

and

al | owned

hi m
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self sinmply to tunble with the disorienting novement of the current.

Li ghts seenmed to sparkle and flash around hi magain, and then
they went out; and he was |l ost in the darkness, the alien hel pl ess
in his arns.



11

DEEP- SEA EXPRESS

[ K STEELED H MSELF t O remain calm even after watching his
friend glide out into a dark enptiness which alnost im

nmedi atel y
cane alive with bizarre glimerings and tw sts
of
light. Bandicut had appeared to tunble, then fall feet-
first
into a ghostly whirlpool. Soon after he'd vani shed from vi ew,
I k

felt
his rope go slack. Wen he gave it an experimental tug, the
Pii. L

' ot her

end sailed out of the darkness back to him and the rope con-
tracted

into a coil in his hand. He could only curse in silence.

g
; The strange lighting effects did not go away, but
kept nutati ng,
like a living thing. The Neri floating with Ik | ooked
extrenely agi-
tated, and were no doubt terrified. One of themfled.

Even S Cal

. and L'Kell |ooked as if they wanted to. L'Kel
was
gazi ng sonberly

b.,,,."; into the room probably

convinced that their friend was gone. For
| k, though, the

continued play of light signified hope for Bandicut's
survival . John Bandi cut

was a difficult person to kill. If something
in there was

still reacting to

his presence, then perhaps Bandi cut
was still alive.

Ik kept silent, rem nding
hinself to take the long view. And that
meant not just faith in
Bandi cut, but a willingness to accept it if
Bandi cut were
really gone. It was a good and useful exercise.
And
it was a dammably hard viewpoint to keep up
It seened he
had been waiting a lifetime. He waited a few nore

lifetimes--and then he saw novenent. He | ost his conposure
and
shouted rmadly at the Neri to nove, nove, rnove/



The madness room flickered and went dark

cane
t unbl i ng
out

of

t he

dar kness
like

a
bounci ng
bal I,
head
over

and John Bandi cut
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heels. Ik was too clunsy in the water to assist, but the Neri flashed
into position like fish, catching Bandicut w th ease--Bandi cut, and

the |l ander he held in his arns.

The | ander!

I k nmade rapid arm strokes, noving slowy toward them "John

Bandi cut!" H's voice wasn't getting through. But now he could see

Bandi cut's eyes fluttering inside his helnmet. CObviously he was disoriented,
and possibly he was hurt. As Ik reached out to catch the

human's arm he got a |l ook at the lander, linp in its diving gear

Was it alive? Ik couldn't see its eyes. He touched it, felt for novenent
or warmth, but couldn't feel a thing.

The Neri were crowdi ng around them L'Kell saying, "Let's get

out of here. Let's get to the transport, before sonething el se happens.”
L'Kell's voice was thin and nmetallic, but vibrating with urgency.

He waved to the other Neri, and Ik felt two of them grab

his straps, and they all began noving. He kept a tight grip on Bandi-cut
and the lander, and counted the monents until they could get

back to open air.

*

Bandi cut was consci ous but woozy as the Neri towed them down

one corridor after another, toward.., no, it didn't look as if they
were returning to the chanber they had cone from He hadn't heard

t he plans. Maybe they were going to another air chanber. He

wanted very badly to get this helnmet off and stop trying to be a fish.
He wanted to get his breath and rest. He could hear the Neri talKking
anong t hensel ves, but he didn't bother straining to hear what

they were saying. They would tell himsoon enough

He kept a viselike grip on the lander's gear straps, dinmy aware

that he and it and Ik were all being towed together |ike a harpooned
whal e. He caught nonentary glinpses through the creature's face-plate,
as the lantern |ight cane and went with the swi nmrers' novenents.

He could just tell that the I ander's eyes were open, though

it | ooked nore dead than alive. Probably it was deep in sone

equi val ent of shock. Was it suffering fromair starvation? O from

the effects of the stardrive roon? He wondered if there was anything

he could do to help it.

"/1"'m uh, fee/lng a little better

Maybe | coul d take a | ook--"/

/1f you do,/ Bandicut nuttered, /be dammed careful./One of
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t hese days, the quarx was going to reach out to make contact with
someone, and they would regret it.

" okay?.., let us take hinP.., try to relax..."

Who was that? He finally realized that it was L'Kell, talking to
him "Um-what did you say?" he gn-nted, probably not |oudly
enough to be heard.

"John Bandicut, are you all right?" L'Kell's voice was clearer and
nore urgent now.

"I think so ..."

"Can you let go of the |ander?"

"/Don"t. This is difficult."/

H s breath caught, and he realized that Charlie was already try-

l:
ing to make contact across the suit, water, and skin boundary. "Uh

nor"
he said hoarsely to L'Kel

--let nme carry him He's hurt, |
. t hi nk.
Needs hel p. "
The
Ner i

| ooked at himin puzzlenment, but allowed himto
mai ntain his

grip

on the lander. "W're going to try to get you al
1{7, out of

here, "

L' Kell said, and they glided down the gl oony, curv-
ing corridors like spirits
in
the night, or bats in a haunted house.
Eriitiiii "/ Hol d on
The
st ones
are picking
up

{,iiiili some radiation."/
He was
startl ed./Radi ati on?
What ki nd
of radiation?/
“/1"1l ask, but let's call
a stop.
The bi ggest danger is

to
the Neri.

' And the | ander."/

Bandi cut blinked, and
shouted to
the Neri, "Stop, please! Radi-

ation!'' The Neri halted, alarned,



as he turned slowy, trying to | ook
around. "Were are we? Wat

is this passageway?" Was that a bl ue
gl ow he saw ahead?

Cerenkov radi ati on?
L' Kel | noved cl oser. "W

are nmaking our way to another part

il of the weck.

There

is alarge--" kkriiikk "--cargo subnarine,
which we will use

to transport the wounded and the captive. W
believe this may be

a good tinme to get out. It will soon be daylight
outside. But there are

not many | anders around right now "
Bandi cut was surprised. "You

have a cargo sub here?"
"It is docked inside,

on the other side of the ship. It is used to
transport machi nery, but it

has been unable to get away. Until now,
we hope. "
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Used to transport machi nery? Bandi cut suddenly recalled an

i mage he had glinpsed during his contact with the stardrive: a view

of the ship's passengers |leaving the weck after the crash and goi ng
ashore--and later, nmuch later, returning to begin renoving pieces

of the ship. But there were different kinds of beings who canme, and

who t ook away pieces. Landers. Neri.

He suddenly realized that L' Kell had spoken agai n.

"John Bandi cut --the radiation?"

The radiation!/Charlie?/

"/1t seems to be priman'ly in the gamma wavel engt h.

Probably emanating froma fixed source,

not radi onuclides being carried in the water./5'" Bandicut tried to think that
through. If radioactive materials

weren't physically being dispersed through the water, then they

nmust have strayed close to the reactor itself. "L Kell, we need to back
up. Are we near anything like a cracked bul khead--or any ot her

i ndi cation of the reactor that | warned you about?"

L' Kell| waved the others into retreat. "Sonmething that we think mightbe the
reactor is nearby, yes--but we've stayed upcurrent of

it. W thought as long as we were upcurrent, and the water was

cold..."

"Yeah, that's what | thought, too. But maybe there's a shield

m ssing fromthe reactor area.”

"/The radiation is falling off"/

Char said, as they retreated around a bend in the corridor

"We're safe here," Bandicut said to L'Kell. "But we have to find

anot her way around."

They began backtracki ng, searching for a new route. This was

clearly a part of the ship that the Neri did not know well. The corridors
seened to Bandicut to curve around like coils of rope unw nding.

He wasn't sure if it was the layout of the ship, or a change

in his perceptions resulting fromthe encounter with the stardrive.

"/ Alittle of both, maybe.

This is very intn'guing, John."/

/G ad you're enjoying it. Have you nade any progress--any

contact?/ The | ander was starting to stir in his grip.

"/OFa sort, though not verbal

| believe he is aware of mypresence,

wi t hout conprehending it."/

/ That's probably a good way to leave it for now,/ Bandi cut
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t hought. The last thing he needed at the noment was an interna
alien encounter.

It took hima while to work it out, but the passages were apparently
laid out in helical patterns that corkscrewed through the

ship like wornms tunneling through an apple. Possibly drunken

wor ns. There were frequent openings and intersections, many of

them set at odd and awkward angl es. Several tinmes, they passed

t hrough wi der chanbers in which strange-I ooki ng machi nes hugged

the walls. Science |abs? Control rooms? Cafeterias? It all |ooked, in
the glow of the lanterns, like the remains of civilization fromsone
mythical Atlantis, conpletely transformed fromits original function

"Do you know where this ship cane fron?" Bandi cut asked
L'Kell. He wanted to bite his tongue the instant the words were out.
Not now, he thought.

L' Kel | seemed puzzled by the question. "You know we don't.

The sea is full of sunken vessels. This one is different, but--"
"As though built by someone el se?"

L' Kel | swam cl oser, then away, alnost as if pacing in a Neri conference.
"Yes," he said. "It's different, not just in nmachines, but in shape.
W have often wondered what offshoot of our ancestors built it."

"I think," Bandicut said, "it is far nore different than you
know. "
L' Kel I, without answering, seened thoughtful as he swam on

Eventual | y the passageway opened into a very wi de and hi gh space,
relatively well it by a large nunber of Neri |anterns. Cccupying the
floor of the space were several snmall, alien-Iooking

vessel s--space-craft?--plus

a submari ne of considerable size. They swam cl oser

As they approached the sub, the space lit up with a burst of dazzling
light--sunlight, Bandicut realized, squinting. The far wall of

the great room was being opened, tilted outward, by Neri sw nmers.
Hangar doors! It nust be norning outside, and even the pale

sunlight that reached this depth was dazzling after the interm nable
gl oom of the ship's interior.

L'Kell led themto the sub, where | ong doors were propped open

reveal i ng fl ooded cargo conpartnments. Bandi cut noted plenty of sal vaged
machinery littering the floor of the hangar, while the sub's

cargo bay was filled with the outstretched forms of disabled Neff--including,
he thought, some of the individuals he and Ik had attenpted

to heal. "Medical express to the city, on track one," he nurnured.
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"This is the only working sub left here, except the one you and

| came in," L' Kell said. "W're going to | eave the small one for those
stayi ng behind." Bandi cut said nothing, but wondered why they

were | eaving Neri swimers here. To maintain their claimon the

ship? O to guard and repair the damaged sub? "W can | ock you

through into the dry conpartnent,” L'Kell said.

Bandi cut felt a sudden jerk, as the lander started twitching in

his grip. He caught a glinpse of the being' s eyes, and thought he
saw consci ousness--and fear. Perhaps he couldn't accurately iden-

tify fear in the gaze of a |l ander, but he was sure of one thing: the
being was in distress. "Can you |l ock the |ander through, too?"

L' Kel I hesitated. "We should secure himin back, | think."
"He won't survive there," Bandicut said sharply. "He should ride
with us." The | ander was struggling weakly as they spoke.

L' Kel | opened his webbed hands. "I don't see how we can--"
"You can secure himup front, for God's sake! | doubt his div-

ing gear can tolerate the depth- of your city. For all we know, he
could be running out of air right now"

"But--"

"Hi s diving gear mght not pull air out of the water the way yours
does! Trust ne! We can guard himinside!"

"Very well," said L' Kell, |ooking genuinely puzzled. "He will be

i nside."” Bandicut heard nutterings of conplaint fromsone of the
other Neri; but having decided, L' Kell held firm

They floated into the forward cargo conpartment, and Bandi -

cut and Ik maneuvered into position beneath the airl ock. They held

t he | ander between them and Ik gave his rope a couple of turns
around the being. Wen the airlock menbrane shi mered grey,

L' Kel | gestured, and they hoisted the | ander up into the airlock,
where Neri hands from above took hold and pulled himinside.

Bandi cut went next. It was an awkward busi ness, getting through

the airlock with the breathing gear. By the tine he was in the sub
he was panting fromthe exertion. The | ander was sl unped agai nst

a bul khead. Bandi cut squinted through his foggy visor, trying to see
whether it was still breathing; it |ooked notionless. Dam, he
thought. It's dying. "Get it out of its helmet!" he shouted, through

his own hood. The attending Neri junped at the shout, and began
renoving his helnet. "No, no!" he protested. But it was hopel ess;



he let themfinish, and as soon as the thing came off his head, he
shouted, "Get his helnmet offi" and pointed urgently at the |ander.
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The Neri | ooked puzzled--and reluctant. Bandicut struggled to

cl anmber over on his hands and knees, still wearing the awkward
gear on his own back, to where he could get at the | ander's hel met
and mask. He fought to pull it off, but it wouldn't budge. Were
was the clasp? He clawed at the thing, but was too exhausted to
think straight, and with sweat and salt water in his eyes, he couldn't
see very well, either.

The Neri finally noved in to help. They hissed and squawked

at each other, but quickly renoved the hel net. \Wen the | ander's
head was exposed, they murnured excitedly. Obviously they were
seeing a |l ander for the first tine.

Bandi cut's first thought was that it looked a little like a short-

nosed fox. It had the triangularity of face, and the tufted ears, and

the short brown fur. O perhaps it was not fur, after all, but a
lyl7/;|i‘
coarsely textured skin. Its two eyes were closed to thin slits, and
fr,n o
Bandi cut feared that they really had been too |ate.
..... "/ May
[ 2"/
/ Un?
o
course./ Bandicut reached out a shaky hand and
I( t ouched
t he

| ander on the side of the head, just a light brush of the
fingertips. Its

skin felt rough, and cool to the touch. Bandi cut drew

£

1171
back slightly at the sensation

"/ Rs alive, John
Ret urning to consci ousness. "/
Bandi cut nmuttered in silent gratitude, and wi shed he could

0 speak



to the | ander.

“/1'm

trying to do just that."/
The

creature's eyes fluttered nonentarily, then closed again.
There

was a noi se behind Bandicut. Ik staggered fromthe airlock
fol I oned

a nonent later by L'Kell. The Neri hastened to take lk's
hel et

of f, and the Hraachee' an | eaned close to Bandicut. "You
wer e

intine!" he rasped.
The

| ander's eyes were open, staring at Bandicut. Its eyes had
round

pupils like a human's, surrounded by concentric rings of iris,
and

no white at all. The iris rings were colored in shades of brown,
yel | ow,

and orange, giving it an intense-looking gaze. It stared at
Bandi cut

for along time, then finally flicked its eyes around the
conpart ment,

taking in the Neri, and pausing for a nmonment on |Kk.
Then

its gaze returned to Bandicut. Was it aware that Bandi cut had
saved

it, or that he was the source of the quarx's inner touch? It had
seen

Neri before, no doubt, but what did it nake of a human face,
or

t he bony, scul pted features of a Hraachee' an?
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Bandi cut placed a finger to his lips, then his ear. "Can you hear
me?" The lander's pointed ears perked slightly. "My name--" he
pressed a hand to his chest "--is John. John."

Clearly the | ander heard him because its ears tw tched and

nmoved |ike small antennas. But it made no sound in reply. Did it
have a voi ce? Bandi cut wondered. Perhaps it was in too nmuch

shock to speak.

"W do not nmean to harmyou,"” he said, resting his hands in his
lap, with palns open. He glanced up at the Neri crowded around

in the cranped passenger conpartnent, and hoped that they would
honor his statenment of reassurance, even if they personally desired
retribution for their ill and wounded.

"/ He does not understand you. "/

/1 didn't expect he would. But I want himto know that we're

at least trying to communicate with him | thought, if nothing else,
he m ght sense the tone. It was a |long shot./

"/1 have inquired of the stones,

whet her they would like to offer

daughters to the | ander."/

/ And?/

"/ 1t not an option.

They need a nuch | ongerpe' od of regeneration

bef ore they can divide again."/

/ Too bad, /Bandi cut thought, cocking his head to study the |ander
"W shoul d be underway shortly,"” L'Kell said. He urged the

other Neri forward to the cockpit. "The | ast of the wounded are
aboard, and we're draining the holds. Do you want to get your gear
off?2."

Bandi cut had al nost forgotten the encunbering Neri diving suit.
Wth L' Kell's help, he shrugged out of it; then they hel ped Ik out

of his. Finally, with care, they removed what they could of the lander's

gear. The being made no effort to resist. "Gonna be a crowded

trip back," Bandi cut murmured. The conpartnent already stank

fromthe cl oseted bodies of four different species fromvarious

worl ds. But he was grateful they were all still alive to be making
the trip at all.

"How are the wounded?" |k inquired.

"Some better, some worse," L'Kell answered. He stowed the gear

and called forward to see if they were ready to nove. He was answered
by a lurch, as the Neri pilot applied thrust.



220 * JEFFREY A. CARVER *

Bandi cut could just see out a small side window He glinpsed

the walls of the weck's hangar, then felt the brightening as they
passed out into the sunlight. After the tonbli ke darkness of the
wreck's interior, even this attenuated sunlight was |ike having a cur-

tain of gloomstripped away.
"Quub. "

He blinked, turning his head. The |ander had just spoken. It was
craning its neck to try to see outside. Bandicut sat back to give it a
clearer view of the wi ndow. Probably that burst of sunlight was |ike

a breath of fresh air to it; probably it was hopi ng agai nst hope t hat

t hey woul d, sonehow, be headi ng surfaceward.

Bandi cut closed his eyes for a nonent and sighed, feeling for

the captive. It was only a few seconds later that he felt the sub angle
downward, beginning its descent. If there were any | ander divers

in pursuit, they would soon be |eft behind.

The | ander probably thought he was deep in the ocean now.

You don't even know what deep is, Bandicut thought pityingly. Get
your |ast view of sunlight while you can. It could be the last view
you'll have for a long, long tine.



| NTERLUDE
JUL E STONE

"THERE'S SO MJUCH | 've been wanting to say, Dakota--to ex-plain--as
much to nyself as to you. | only have enough

I tinme allowance for one full-bolo transm ssion, but | want

you to hear this, face to face--even if it's just one-way.

And | want to get it right." Julie paused to adjust the hol ocam angl e.
"I know you have a lot of questions, and so do I. I"'mstill |ooking
for answers. But I'Il try to tell you what | can about your uncle, and
what he did here.”

Julie | ooked up at the shelf over her cubicle desk, where a grainy

i mge of John Bandi cut | ooked out at her. It was an inmage that

Dakot a Bandi cut had e-nailed her--dipped froma fam |y photo

of a few years ago. He | ooked visibly younger than the man she renenbered,
his features a little softer, his brown hair free of those

first strands of grey. She would have |liked to see what the other

Bandi cuts had | ooked Ii ke.

"Thank you for the photo of John. It's hard to believe |I didn't

have any pictures of him-except one tiny inmage off a group photo

that our friend Georgia took once. He had his eyes closed in that

one. Sonetime |'d love to see the rest of the picture that you took
this image from | don't know a thing about what John's family | ooks
like. Please send ne a picture of yourself?"

She drew a breath.

"This is so hard, Dakota. Before | say anything else, let ne just

say agai n--even though |1've said it by e-mail--that | am convi nced
that your uncle John saved the Earth froma terrible disaster, no matter
what anyone el se thinks. You know the evidence that's been

made public. Well, 1|'ve gained some new information to support
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it." She swallowed. "Though |I'm not sure how nmuch of it | can share
at this point."

She paused the camera to think. She paced for a few nonents

around her sleep conpartment, then resuned. "I1've had an experience
that shook nme, and also might lead to some of the answers

we' ve been | ooking for. You know about the alien transl ator--know
what John said about it, anyway, which was all any of us

knew. Well, | know nore now. |'ve spoken to it." She cleared her
throat. "I've actually ... met it and communicated with it. And it
made one thing clear--and that was that John was telling the truth.”

Was it okay to say that? The existence of the translator was public
know edge, but details were classified. Not that this was exactly

a technical detail. But still, she had to assunme that her transm ssions
were nonitored, and she didn't want anyone comni ng down on

twel ve-year-ol d Dakota because of sonething she said. But she did

want John's only surviving relative to know

She backed the recorder up a couple of sentences and paused

after the words, " all any of us knew." She started again. "W're
starting to learn nore now. W' ve had some communication with

the device, and it definitely confirns John's story..."

That wasn't nuch different fromwhat she'd said the first tine.
She shrugged and let it go. But probably she shouldn't say much
nore about it--not until matters were clearer with the research
boards. This business was far from over

Yesterday's hearing had hel ped crystallize sone things in her
m nd. ..

*

"Ms. Stone, do you have any idea why the artifact resists all of our
efforts to communicate with it? O for that matter, why it took five

weeks fromthe time of first sensor contact for it to finally reveal itself
physically to us, and--nore intimtely--to you?"

Julie Stone studied the governnent representative for a nonment

bef ore answering. This wasn't |ike a group neeting of the exoarch
department; this was a prelimnary hearing for the oversight bodies,
and she didn't entirely trust those who were running it. She

knew they were in a power struggle anong thensel ves, wing for

control of the translator, and anything she m ght say coul d be subject
to msuse--or at |least, narrow interpretation. "No," she said finally.

The three menbers of the hearing board gl anced at one anot her
Government rep, M NEXFO (M ni ng Expeditionary Force), and sci-
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ence board. No one from exoarchaeol ogy was on the hearing board;
they were supposed to be represented by the science nenber--a

man who had arrived on Triton just a week ago. The gover nnment

rep, Macklin, spoke again. "You seened to have to think about that,
just now. Do you need tine to reflect?"

"No," Julie said, without hesitation this time. In a way, she

trusted the government man nore than the others; he nade no

bones about his goal, which was to secure governnent control over

the transl ator as soon as possible. But there were issues of ownership
and interplanetary |law that conplicated the matter. Thank

God. "I don't know why it resists your efforts,” she said mldly.
"But it did communicate with you," Macklin pointed out.

"Yes, but it's not as if it told me everything I wanted to know. "
"Well, then--no of fense nmeant--did it indicate why it chose you

for its contact? Was it just arbitrary, because you were the first on
the site?"

Julie hesitated. "It didn't say, exactly. But | suspect it m ght have
chosen ne out of deference to John Bandi cut. Because we were

friends. And because it and Bandicut ... worked together." Her

wor ds produced a silence, and she cleared her throat to fill it. The
nane John Bandi cut was not one that met w th whol ehearted approval
around here. Nevertheless ... "I have a feeling--and it is

only a feeling--that John recommended nme to the translator."

The panelists continued to gaze at her. "I see," said Macklin after
a nonent. "Did it give any indication about its reason for nmaintaining
secrecy, for staying in hiding?"

Julie shook her head. "My guess is that it was observing, and
waiting for confirmation--which | know it got somehow -that the
conet had been destroyed by Neptune Explorer. Perhaps it wanted
to defer contact until then."

That | ook again fromthe panelists. Macklin scratched his head.
"Yes, well ... you know, it mght take some tinme yet before the
science teans are able to establish whether or not there was a
conetary inpact--"

She stifled a sigh of exasperation

"--since the evidence, as | understand it, is not wholly conpelling,
ei ther way."

"I find the evidence quite conpelling,"” said Julie.
"But you have, as you've indicated, a personal bias."

"l don't have a bias that would make the translator tell ne that
he destroyed the conet, do I?"
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Mackl i n shrugged his shoulders. "In any case, you say that the
translator told you that it wanted your assistance with sonme future
activity. Is that correct?"

"Yes. And | can't really tell you nore than that, because it didn't
say nore." Which, she suddenly realized, was not quite the truth.

She cl osed her eyes for a nonent. Sonething out there which is trying
to destroy your world. Had she really heard that, or was it just

a lingering inpression, or a dreanf? She felt a powerful reluctance

to share it; too nuch ambiguity and uncertainty. Or was that just a
rationalization? No, she thought--she wanted confirmation before

she said sonmething that inflammatory.

"You understand, Ms. Stone, that the object is not your persona
property, nor under your personal protection.” That was John

Hor nsby, representing the Interplanetary Science Board.

"Of course | understand," she said, bristling.
"Yes, well," said Takashi, of M NEXFO "Since we have not yet
establ i shed who wi Il have permanent custody of the artifact, | suggest
that we not get sidetracked on that issue."” He did not actually

| ook at Hornsby as he said that, but the tension between the two

was evident.

Julie drunmed her fingers on the table for a nmonent, trying not

to seemstiff or defensive. "I have a suggestion, if you' re interested."

"OfF course," said Macklin, while Hornsby frowned

"Two suggestions. One is you let nme go back to the transl ator

and try again. The other is--well, that you let the translator take
the lead in communicating. It's been here for a mllion years already,
and maybe it has its own ideas about who it wants to talk to and
why. "

"W keep coming back to that, don't we?" Macklin said. "It
tal ked to you--and everyone wants to know why."

Julie flushed, wondering why she had to feel defensive about
that. "I want to know, too. And if you'd let me try, maybe we'd get
some answers."

Hor nsby | ooked faintly ruffled. "That nmight, in time, be possible.
But we have a full schedul e of physical studies planned, which

is not sonmething we can lightly interrupt. Also--with respect--" an
insincere smile flickered on his face "--we cannot afford to have
the object treating any one person as sole designated representative.
If you can understand that."

Julie said nothing, but thought, you m ght not have any choice
in the matter.
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"My owmn feeling," said Macklin, "is that we ought to just take
the damm thing to Earth and quit screwing around with it here. Hel
of a lot nore resources for studying it, back hone."

Julie felt a sudden flicker of panic. If the translator were shipped
to Earth, and she were left here on Triton..

"That m ght not be feasible right away," said Hornsby. "There

are issues of safety, of course. And we need to make detailed in

situ studies. Plus--" he glanced at Julie "--1 rather expect that the
exoar chaeol ogy branch would |like sonme tinme to examne the site.

Is that correct, Ms. Stone--if you can speak for your departnent?"
She nodded, her pani ¢ subsi di ng.

Takashi voiced his agreenment, though no doubt for different reasons.
Triton MNEXFO s claimcould | ose nuch of its power once
the artifact left Triton

Mackl i n shrugged. "I guess, then, that that's all the questions we
have for you right now, Ms. Stone. Thank you for your tine. You
may be excused ..."

Julie shook off the menory. She still felt guilty for what she hadn't
said. And the questions weren't going to get any easier. A lot of people
want ed access to the translator, for a variety of reasons. But the
transl ator, she knew, would allow access to whomit wanted, when

it wanted. She feared what coul d happen if an attenpt were nade

to nove it by force

She restarted the hol ocamrecording. "There's so much we don't

know about the translator, Dakota--so much | ook forward to

| earning--we all look forward to learning. This will be an exciting
time. W may never get all of the answers. But we do know t he

one answer that counts--that John did his work well, his work of

protecting the rest of us--you, ne, everyone."

She hesitated, not daring to add the final thought: And I'm
afraid that work is not yet over



DEADLY CHANGE

"1rl
IT WASN' T LONG before Bandi cut noticed that the | ander was

"l
starting to look ill. H's eyes were noving erratically and

hi s breat hi ng sounded | abor ed.
/1
wonder what --oh, nmokin' A Wy didn't | think of
it
earlier?/ He reached out and touched the | ander on the shoul -

der.
" What
do you-- oh, | think I see.
The
air mxture is becomng toxic for him
with
t he increasing pressure."/
/ He
doesn't have the benefit of our "normalization.” W' re going
to
kill himby taking himthat deep./Since they'd begun their de-
scent
fromthe shipweck, the internal pressure in the sub had been
i ncreasi ng
to match the outside pressure. Bandi cut had been so pre-
occupi ed
keeping his ears and sinuses equalized that he'd forgot-
ten
the | ess obvious but far nore critical issue: the need to adjust
t he

bal ance of oxygen and other gases in the air as they went to

greater
dept h.
"L'Kel I I'"
he called. Wen the Neri cane back fromthe cockpit,
he
expl ai ned the problem "Can you delay pressurizing this com
part nent
any nore and still get us to the city okay?"
L' Kell's
great bl ack eyes studied the I ander for a noment. "I sup-
pose
so. But we can't keep himindefinitely at a different pressure.
"1l see

what | can do for now, though."
Bandi cut nodded,
and kept his hand on the lander's arm He
felt the
quarx trying to make contact. |If she could even just cal m
hi m a
little, that would be hel pful
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A fewnmnutes later, L' Kell returned fromspeaking to the pilot.
"We can maintain this pressure without risk to the sub. But we'll
have to use airlocks to enter the habitats. The pressure difference
will be significant."

"I's there sone way to give hima different gas mxture--if we

could figure out what it should be? O better yet--set up a chanber
in the habitat where he could be kept at a | ower pressure?" It

was not just the i mediate problemthey had to consider; the

deeper they took the I ander, the harder it would be to return him
to the surface later. Bandicut didn't know what the Neri's intentions
were for the | ander. He doubted they'd thought much about it. But
returning the lander to his own people was very nuch Bandi cut

and | k's hope.

The journey back down seened much | onger than the trip up

Maybe he'd just forgotten. Wth the pressure stabilized in the cabin,
he managed to doze off' for short stretches, sitting huddled on the
floor of the cabin with Ik, the [ander, and two Neri.

By the time they docked at the undersea city, the |l ander was
breathing a little nore easily--nostly fromthe cal mi ng influence
of the quarx, Bandicut suspected. But he did not |ook well. His
hands, brown and pebbly, with fingers shaped al nost |ike pincers,
wer e shaki ng. Bandi cut gl anced worriedly at Ik--who didn't | ook

any too great himself, with dimeyes and a dull stare. In Ik's case,
he hoped it was just exhaustion. The Hraachee' an had gone a | ong
time without nmuch rest, and that in addition to repeated rounds of
heal i ng--and oxygen starvation

They were all in need of recuperation. But the lander ... he

wi shed he could do something nore for the | ander.

"/1f only we were able to transfer

a daughter - st one.

A stone coul dphysically intervene."/

/1f only,/Bandicut nurnured./I1f only.../

Li -Jared was restless at the instrunments--nore than restless. He
couldn't sit still. They had been trying to pin down these readings

to predict the next eruption of the Maw, and the |onger they worked

at it, the nmurkier it becane. He paced around Kailan's lab in agitation
H s pacing didn't seemto bother the obliq or her assistant, El-beth.
Probably he was getting on Antares' nerves, but he couldn't
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help it. He was sure she understood what he was feeling; she'd been
emanati ng her own waves of frustration for a while now

"So what do we know?" he muttered with a twang. And at the

same time he voiced a plaintive inward query,/Can't you help with
this at all?/But fromthe stones there was no answer; they seened
hi ghly preoccupi ed. They hadn't been nuch help lately.

"We know, star friend," said Kailan, answering his question, "that

our Maw s reach extends up fromthe abyss, and down through the

dept hs of the world--and now, you suggest, it reaches perhaps

even beyond! That is nmore than | knew before--so do not be di scouraged.
And you have hel ped nme understand three different instrunents

t hat were confounding ne."

Li - Jared stopped paci ng and shivered. He was cold, and hungry,

and the feeling of being eternally danp was driving himcrazy.

But he admired this Kailan and |iked working with her. She was

smart and determ ned, and for all the gaps in her scientific know edge,
he was stunned by how much she did grasp. And it was remarkabl e

how cl osely some of the Neri instrunents resenbled

equi prent familiar to himfrom Horme, and from Shipworld. Form

foll owed function, he supposed. He had tried to explain the basic
concepts of spatial distortion to Kailan--that the abyss thing didn't
just shake the planet's crust open to draw water through, but rather
opened the very fabric of space-tine to create the channel. But

know edge and | anguage barriers had nmade it difficult. He hadn't
found an adequate way to explain how the Maw mi ght be distorting
space-time in a far nore dramatic fashion than just channeling

wat er .

He strongly suspected that the Maw had drawn the star-spanner
bubble in fromthe stars like an iron flake to a magnet. No doubt
t he star-spanner had intended to put them here, but the Maw had
provi ded the perfect hom ng beacon. And that was why they had

| anded so amazingly close to the Neri city.

"Li-Jared, do you have any idea how far the thing's reach m ght
ext end?" Kail an asked, drawi ng himback to the present.

Bwang. "No, Kailan--the instrunents do not give that rmuch information."
He shook his fingertips in frustration, thinking,/1'11 bet

someone back on Shipworld knows, or has a pretty good idea,

t hough- - because they sent us here. Don't you have anything you

can tell ne?/
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The obliq studied his expression carefully, with those enornous
eyes in a black rubber face. "I think | perceive some of what you
are feeling," she murnured.

Li -Jared cocked his head slightly, and felt his eye-slits tingle with
electric fire, as nyriad frustrations and hopes spun through his

t houghts. Before he coul d answer, though, the silence was broken

by El beth, who turned froma nearby communit. "A cargo sub has

just returned fromthe salvage site with many sick and injured on
board. Also Ik, John Bandicut, and a | ander captive, in physical distress.”
"Lander captive!l" Li-Jared said excitedly. "Are they--"

"Who is in physical distress?" Antares cried. "Are Bandie and |k

all right?"

"I do not know. | do not know," said Elbeth. "I will try to find
out. But they've reported a strange encounter with a--nmachine--on

t he sal vage wreck, possibly involving a connection with the Maw
They request that we cone quickly."

"Yes? Yes?" Li-Jared said excitedly, his weariness and frustration
evaporating. "What sort of encounter? They must be all right if they
want to tell us about it quickly! What did they say? Wien did it
occur ?

El beth made a hel pl ess gesture. "I do not know. But the tinme?

Wll, it had to have been hours ago."

"Ho?" Li-Jared raced to the consol e where he had been worKki ng,

and urged Kailan to join him "Can you bring back those readi ngs
fromwhen we saw the fluctuation and the spi ke? Good, good.

Now, can you superinpose a map with the |location of the sal vage
site?"

Kai | an worked quickly at the console.

"There it is!"™ Li-Jared jabbed excitedly at the display. "The field
bends, and that's where the fluctuation starts! \Watever they found,
it is connected to the Mawi "

"I's that good or bad?" asked Antares. "Shouldn't we be getting

over there right away?"

"Yes, absolutely! | don't knowif it's good or bad. But | do know
we need to see Ik and Bandie. A sub! Kailan, can you get us a

sub?"

"OfF course," said Kailan, pointing. Elbeth was al ready maki ng

the call. "W nmust all go, at once.™
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The | ander was having difficulty again. Bandicut reached out and
touched his armone nore tinme. Watever benefit he and the quarx
were providing, it seened to last only as |long as they maintained
physi cal contact. There were too many physiol ogic'al forces trying
to squeeze the life out of the lander for themto be able to just nudge
his healing systens in the right directions. And Bandi cut coul dn't
keep this up indefinitely./You know,/he nurnured to the quarx,

/if it isn't possible to split off new daughter-stones, it occurs to ne,
what if.../He hesitated. /Now, |et me think about this for a second./
The quarx waited a few nonents, then said

"/1 didn't want to suggest it."/

/What do you mean? Wy not? Never mind, | know why.

Still . . ./ He drew a deep breath, and said, /Wat if | were to let
hi muse ny stones for a while?/ Even as he said it, the thought

made hi m shiver, thinking of all the ways that he depended upon

his stones. He would feel helpless wthout them But would he

be, really? /Can | survive w thout then? Wiat do the stones

say?/

"/They... don't rule the idea out.

But they seemreluctant to commt to it."/

/Vell, if they're reluctant--/ He could feel hinmself draw ng

away fromthe idea in relief. Then his eyes focused again on the

| ander, who would die if sonething wasn't done.

"/ There are n'sks.

Your normalization offers some protection

agai nst pressure and so on

But there is another danger, not so nuch to you

as to the |ander."/

/Huh? Wat's that?/

"/Well, if their new host

doesn't wish to give themup |ater

they m ght not be able to return

wi t hout severe traunma."/

/[Trauma to the | ander--?/

"/ Yes."/
/--or to the stones?/
"/ Bot h.

A bond rnust be formed, and while they will not
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forget their bond to you,

you will have to give up a certain authority."/ Authority? he thought. Then
renenbered the time on Ship-world

when he had conmanded the stones to leave him just to see

if they woul d obey. But if they would do that, would they not return

to him here?

"/1 believe they will return

even if there is a conflict of wll.

But if the |ander resists

and the bond is severed unwllingly,
it could--"/
/Kill hinP/Bandicut felt the quarx's affirmation, and his own fear

and doubt as he | ooked back at the lander. The creature was trenbling;
its eyes | ooked unfocused. Had he saved this creature's life,

only to watch himdie--either right here and now, or later, if the
stones had to | eave by force? No, he thought--that's not good

enough. There has to be a way./Could we transfer just one? Wich
stone does this sort of work?/

"/Mainly the black one.

But they can't really work separately."/

Bandi cut swore silently./If | give themboth up, | won't be able
to comunicate with the Neri. What the hell good will | be to anyone
t hen?/

"/l don't know.

"Il help as much as | can

For what that's worth."/

Bandi cut swal | owed and thought, Charlie's help is worth quite a
lot./Just tell them.. | really, really want themto come back, okay?/
He turned to the Hraachee'an. "lk," he nmurnured, "there's sonething

| want to do. You're probably going to think I'mcrazy..."

Crazy indeed, |k thought, watching his friend. Hs own stones had

refused to split for the lander, saying that it was not yet their time--and
thus leaving it to Bandicut to take the chance. Ik felt a throbbing

guilt, even though it was beyond his control. But here, in

Bandi cut, was a being who knew how to take the long view WIIing

torisk his life, his future--his voice-stones--to save a being

whom the Neri regarded as an eneny. Soneone ought to compose

a song about it soneday, |k thought. It was an act of corn-

he
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passion. But it was nore than that, he knew. It was a cal cul ated
ganbl e. Maybe not cal cul ated consciously; but it was cal cul ated
somewhere in that human's soul--to do whatever it took to bring
these two races together. O at least get themto stop killing each
ot her.

| k approved of the goal. But he was terrified of the risk to his
friend.

He dared not speak a word of warning. Bandi cut knew the risks.
Now he needed only courage.

The human raised his wists to the lander's head. L' Kell and two

other Neri were watching silently. Bandicut's attention had turned

i nward. 1k had watched himdo this once before, on a train in Ship-world;
but then, it had been a rash experinent, a denonstration

in a place of relative safety. Ik could only guess how rmuch the

human m ght be depending on the stones for his survival here in

t he crushi ng dept hs.

There were two small twi nkles, one on each of Bandicut's

wrists. Then answering flashes on the sides of the |ander's neck

Bandi cut sl unped suddenly, wists dark. "John?" Ik called. The

human was still conscious, eyes open, but obviously drained of energy.
The | ander started, its breath rasping in its wi ndpipe like a

saw. It jerked its gaze around wildly, its eyes seeming to spin. It
clawed at the sides of its neck, where the stones had inbedded

t hensel ves.

"John!" 1k said nore loudly, and was startled to hear his voice
sound distinctly unHraachee' an. H s own voi ce-stones were transforning
his speech into the human's | anguage.

Bandi cut blinked with difficulty, |looking up at Ik, then at the

l|ander as if for the first tine. He raised a trenbling hand. He seened
to realize that the I ander might hurt hinmself trying to claw the
stones out. |k started to move to restrain the | ander, then thought,
better if Bandicut intervened. "Stop him" Ik urged.

Bandi cut grunted, and | eaned forward, reaching for the lander's
hands. There was a flash of novenent, and Bandicut's hands were
caught in the lander's pincer grip. He howed in pain. The |ander
jerked reflexively and |l et go. Bandi cut swore, bent over his bl eeding
ri ght hand, and barked something that 1k's voi ce-stones struggled

to interpret. The | ander jerked his head--as if he had heard,

and perhaps even understood, Bandicut's words. Or naybe the intent,

if not the words. He brought his hands to his chest, away from
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Bandi cut, away from his own neck. And he stared in astoni shrment.
There was no anbiguity now Ik could read the astoni shment in
the | ander's eyes.

"Can you hear me?" |k asked.

"Whhhhum " said the | ander, furrowi ng his facial skin. He was

still breathing with difficulty, and obviously fighting an urge to
scratch at the stones. But as |k watched, he saw the intensity of the
expression slowy subside, and the | ander's breathing grow just a

bit easier. The stones were probably preoccupied with trying to ease
the I ander's physical distress. Ik decided to hold off a few minutes
on trying to comunicate

Bandi cut was | ooki ng worse--di sconcerted by the |oss of translation,
no doubt, but probably nmore than that. Loss of the protective
forcefields, for one thing. Normalized or not, who knew how

much work the stones had to do to keep himhealthy, if not actually
alive. Bandicut was starting to shiver, and he looked a little
frightened. "Are you all right, Bandie?" |k asked softly. Human

wor ds agai n.

Bandi cut | ooked puzzl ed, then nodded painfully.

"Whhhumm | ;' muttered the | ander, looking fromlk to Band-icut
and back. 1k felt his voice-stones twi nging and tickling

in his tenples. "Uunmm I1. |...better...why...?" said the

| ander.

"Hrahh, it will becone clear," Ik said. "You nust be patient."

But there's hope. There's hope, there's hope..

*

For Bandi cut, hope was gone. He'd thought he was prepared to | ose

his stones, but he was wong. He was cold, he was frightened, he

felt as if he'd been struck deaf and dunb, and the half mle of ocean
over his head suddenly weighed on his spirit Iike nothing he had

ever known. He felt a massive loss of strength and will. He was stil
aware of what was goi ng on, though, and understood what was

happening to the stones. He was glad to see the | ander | ook nore
alive.

But only a little glad. H s hand where the | ander had pinched it
was aflane. 1k's voice, even transfornmed by the Hraachee' an's
stones for his benefit, sounded foreign, garbled, alien. Alien, he
t hought. How long had it been since he had thought of his friend
Ik as alien?

He tried to reassure Ik that he was okay, but in truth he felt half
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dead, removed fromthis real mof being, as though he had just gone
t hrough one of the shadow people's fractal shifts.
"/This feels very strange..."/
/You' re here? Thank God you're here./
"/Ch yes. But it's not the sane.
It's just not..."/

Bandi cut closed his eyes./Don't you start. There's no room

for

both of us to be npaning, conplaining, whin--/

"/Don't say it--not whining.
It's perfectly normal confusion."/
/ Yah./

;e At
that noment, the |ander |eaned toward him ears cocked and

.r , pointed, eyes brighter than he had yet seen them The | ander
sai d

lt:'

sonet hi ng
i nconpr ehensi bl e.

17, ( "Yes?" Bandicut grunted. At least this

was progress.
Ik spoke in a runbling voice. At first he was inpossible
to un-
derstand; then his words changed to that
al i en-soundi ng Engli sh

"It is working, John. The |l ander.., understands ne. It
says. .,
are
h, the stones for it...
to
keep?"

Cy Bandi cut blinked in confusion. Was that what he

had just an-

swered yes to? "Tell it no--it's just for the time being.
Just for now "

And what am | going to say if it doesn't want to
gi ve
t he stones

back?

"/You can't

worry about that.

That's the
st ones' problem "/



/ Can't

wor ry?/
"/ Sbouldn't worry."/
"John, "
said lk. "John!"
He
rai sed
his eyes.

"Li-Jared and Antares! They're
on their way!"
"That's ... wonderful," he whispered. And he
nmeant it, some-
where down in the depths of his soul. But
somet hi ng el se was

happeni ng down there, too ... sonething stirring
in the darker,

hi dden places ... and now rising up, and begi nni ng
to gi bber
in

strange voi ces. .
*

Locki ng through to the sub's | ower cabin pressure
seened to take

forever. Antares and Li-Jared
crouched toget her, deconpressing,

with no roomto nove or stretch. At last the hatch
opened, and they

cli mbed down
into
t he
cabi n.
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Ant ares sensed at once that sonething was wong--or at | east

different. Ik raised a hand in salute, and caution. An alien--the |an-der-sat
on the other side of the cranped conpartnent. Between

them Bandicut sat reeling. Not visibly, but internally. It took her a
noment to realize what was different; she felt it before she sawit. The
stones. They were no longer glinrering in his wists. She could

feel his distress, the absence of the connection--and his physica

di sconfort, as well.

She suddenly realized just how nuch the know ng-stones had

been doing to maintain his, her, all of their well-being and confort
down here under the sea,

"John Bandicut," she said, crouching close to him "Are you al

right?" She hesitatantly reached out to touch his armw th her fingertips.
"John?"

Her words rust have been reaching his ears as foreign sounds.

She felt a sudden sharp pang of regret for not having joined her
stones to his when he'd made the offer. The stones were able to
translate well, in concert with other stones, but alone, they |acked
sufficient know edge of the human's native tongue to reproduce the
sounds.

Bandi cut blinked at her, and cocked his head. H s eyes didn't

| ook right. Something was definitely wong.

Antares felt a twi nge of her own fear and bl ocked it away from

Bandi cut. She | ooked up, turning. "Wat's happened, |k?"

"He gave his stones to the lander," Ik replied. "The adjustnent

is proving very hard for him"

"This is nore than just a hard adjustnent."” Waves of confusion

and fear were welling up fromthe human. "He is having a very bad
reaction of some kind." She placed her hand flat agai nst his upper

arm her three long fingers pointed up toward his shoul der. "Bandi e,
can you hear ne?" she said softly. "John?"

H s eyes flickered. He groaned.

"He has," 1k said, "spoken on occasion of something called--" rasp
"--'"silence-fugue,' a difficulty of the mnd that afflicts himfrom
tine to tine. | wonder if this could be it."

Antares hummed in answer. The translation of the word was uncertain.
But it was clear that whatever was happeni ng now was

threatening to overwhel m her human friend. Perhaps there was
somet hi ng she could do. "Bandie," she murnured, "perhaps you

cannot understand ny words right now. But | hope | can help you
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to calmyourself, to regain nmastery over your inner self. | will do
what | can."

She hal f-cl osed her eyes, and began reaching out with that unseen
ext ensi on of her being, touching and soothing the human's
raw enotions that were turning nore and nore to fear



STONES COF Fi RE

BANDI CUT'S MNI) WAS afire with silence-fugue. The hal |l uci nations
were all inner visions now-not aliens attack-

/

ing fromthe outside, but creatures and vapors craw ing

t hrough the pathways of his nmind. There was no pl ace

to go, no place to hide. He was shivering, burning with fear. Char-lie
was supposed to be here to help him but soneone had unpl ugged
her. No, not Charlie. Char. \Were was she? He heard a

di stant echo, and wondered if that was Char. He wanted her back
needed her.

“/1"m here, John, but I . . . "/

A distant voice./ Pl ease conme back,/he whi spered./\Werever

you are./He wi shed he could see her in the flesh. Protect her from
t hese voi ces, these beings. Wat sort of a woman would she be if
she were human?

"/John, | can't seemto find-- "/

No no no, this was all wong. Al wong.

"/1t's as though--"/

The creatures were drawi ng closer; he was keeping | ower, hoping
to stay invisible to them/Trying,/he whispered./I'"mtrying to
keep us safe. But can't you--7?/

"/ Spi nni ng, John. |'m spinning.

I"'mlost. I"'mafraid."/

/Don't be afraid,/he whispered, with a flicker of lucidity./It's

the fugue, there has to be sonme way.., sonme way... /

In the mdst of the turnmoil, he felt a sudden tingle, like a trickle

of electricity noving up his arm Then it became nore diffuse, a
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warm flow, |ike a conforting bath comng over him He coul dn't

quite figure it out; but in the face of it, the creatures of mi st and
vapor turned abruptly and fled. Hi s eyes blinked open, closed;

open, closed. He suddenly noticed Antares--when had she arrived?--and
she seemed to be trying to say sonething to him But

he coul dn't under st and.

"/ No stones..."/

/No stones? That's right.../

And then he realized that this feeling of warmh had sonet hi ng

to do with Antares. But how could that be?/ Can you hear ne?/he

whi spered. / Ant ares?/ He shuddered, desperate for contact. He felt

so lonely. So isolated. Except for that strange warmth. Was it

Ant ares, reaching out to hin®/Char? Char, is that Antares, trying to
make contact ?/

"/ Ant ar es?

Yes... she is touching us now..."/

The quarx helped himto refocus his eyes. To see Antares,

crouched in front of him She was gazing intently at him her hand
on his left arm That was where the tingle cane from the enpathic
contact. His faculties returned a little nmore, until he was able to open
his mouth and use his vocal cords. "I, uhh.., you cane ..." And

t hose hoarse words seened to pull himnost of the rest of the way
out of the fugue.

But Antares' reply was garbled. Was he still in fugue, after all?
Per haps so. No. It wasn't fugue garbling her words, it was the | oss
of the stones. But he felt her presence distinctly now, touching him
inwardly with the enpathic bal mof her connection. That was why

she was here, why she was kneeling in front of him calmng him
trying to help himthrough the isolation and the silence-fugue.

He raised a trenbling hand, and she took it in hers, and she

touched the darkened spot on his wist where the daughter-stone

had been.

"/ Yes,"/

whi spered the quarx at last, in response to Antares' presence, and
he sensed great relief in the single word.

*

Wat ching his friends clustered around the | ander, around Bandi cut,
Li-Jared felt at a loss as to what to do, how to hel p. Antares was
hel pi ng; he could not even get close. Bandi cut had apparently

given up his stones, and was suffering through sonme terrible trauma.
Li -Jared shivered, his thoughts distracted by nenory. Menories of
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his homeworl d: its night sky ablaze, the nearby plasma clouds it

by nei ghboring, energetically sputtering stars, beautiful and deadly.

And the neteorite blast near his hone: the ionic hal o passing

qui ckly, but |eaving the stones of know edge burned into his breast.

The disorientation, trying to understand the stones--the bew | dering

i nguistics, the stones' intentions, purpose, origins. The | anguage

barrier had passed quickly. The rest he was still trying to under-stand--the
nmeani ng of the stones' appearance, and their transformation

of his life.

And now.., here was John Bandi cut struggling to talk, to exist, without his
stones. Wiy had he given them up?

The whol e busi ness made Li-Jared nervous as hell

I k | eaned cl ose and whi spered, "John Bandicut is in a very difficult

condition. We rust help himall we can. | do not know if he

can survive w thout his stones."”

"And the | ander?" Li-Jared asked, looking at the alien. "Is it
wor ki ng?"

Ik squinted. "I think so. He was near death, until John lent his
stones."

"But--if they both need stones--"

"Hmm Exactly." Ik gazed at Li-Jared. "John's stones cannot split

of f new daughters, at least not yet." Ik nuttered softly to hinself.
"I asked my own if they would."

"And?" Li-Jared asked uneasily. He thought he sensed what was

com ng.

Ik answered in a grave tone. "They were unw lling. Apparently

they think they're needed sonewhere el se--or for sonmeone else."

Ik was no longer |ooking at Li-Jared now

But Li-Jared knew exactly what his friend was thinking. Wo else
anong them had not yet contributed daughter-stones to the cause?

He could feel the stones twinging in his breastbone.

The very thought nade his twin hearts race, and in none too

great a synch with each other. Was that what was expected of hinfP

It nade sense, certainly; it was logical. So why did the thought scare
hin? It was true he had never quite nmade his own peace with the
stones and their role in his life; certainly he had never cone to see
hinself as their master. And yet they were crucial to his life now

If he doubted it, all he had to do was | ook at John Bandi cut. Suppose
he asked his stones to split, and they left his body instead? That
was it, he knew, that was the fear. He shuddered at the thought of

all this alien ocean around him without the stones to protect him
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hi s

, L

hope. ., that

Hs two hearts banged seriously out of rhythmfor a few nonents
before settling down again.

He gl anced again at 1k, and knew that |k knew what he was
thinking. He felt ashaned. He wanted to cast aside his fears and

of fer his stones up to this |ander, so that Bandi cut coul d have

back. But he could not make hinself do it.

The | ander noved suddenly, and said something that he strained

to understand. G off"Wat do you--" homm "--want with--ne--

her e?"

Li -Jared gl anced around to see who woul d respond. L'Kell was

t he one who should, but he was forward in the cockpit, talking to
someone on the conm Ik finally answered the | ander's question

Ve
is, the Neri and those of us helping them., hope

¢ if that we can speak with you. Wth your
peopl e. "
117 The lander's arns closed in front of its body.
"Who--" hroff
"--are
the Neri?"
Ik pointed to the nearest, one of the crew crouched in
the en-
trance to the pilot's conmpartnment. "He is one of the Neri
The sea-
people."” He cupped his hands. "L'Kell, | think you're
needed. "
brought his hands back to hinmself, pointing inward. "I am
Ik,
a vis-

itor to this world." He gestured around. "This is

John Bandi cut, who

I ent you his

stones. Antares. Li-Jared."”

Li -Jared gave a small gesture of greeting

wi th his hands.

For a no-

a breath
and

The | ander clearly was struggling to follow "I am-"

ment, further words seened to fail him Then he drew

said, "Harding."
"Harding," Ik repeated. "That is how we

may address you?



Good. Harding." He pointed around the room
repeati ng each nane.

"But... you nmust neet L' Kell, of
the Neri. L'Kell?"

The Neri | eader had turned fromthe comm
and was now | ean-

ing out of the cockpit. "lIs the captive
tal ki ng?" He carefully stepped

into the crowded conpartnent to stand facing
the | ander, who was

still sitting on the floor, very nmuch at a
di sadvant age. Not
good, Li-

Jared thought.

I k gestured, introducing L'Kell. "The
| ander's nane is Harding."

"Harding," L' Kell repeated. "Do you know, you
are the first of

your kind to enter our city? | amglad you
can understand us. There

is alot
we nust tal k about."

Hardi ng | eaned forward slightly where he sat
on the floor. "You

called ne ... captive. What do you intend to
do with ne?" He

seened to show his teeth just a little nore.
Li - Jared
felt
Ant ar es

try-
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ing to maintain a soothing presence, but her efforts were having
limted effect.
L' Kel | drew back slightly, as if trying to recall his words. "Perhaps
| should have said, guest, "he murrmured. But his voice seened
to have a bite to it as he continued, "You nust stay here for now.
Until we can prepare a place for you."
"Here," the | ander repeated, with a slight hand novenent. It was
clear he might as well have said jail.
Li -Jared squi nted at Bandi cut, wondering how rmuch of this the
human was able to follow John didn't | ook so good. "Bandie? Are
you all right?"
Bandi cut's eyes flickered, probably responding nore to the
sound of the Karellian's voice, and the eye contact, than anything
el se. Li-Jared felt a pang. It was like watching an invisible force strike
his friend deaf and dumb. Was this what it would be like for the
rest of his life?
*

What you contenpl ate ni ght bepossible. But not without sk.*
Li -Jared started./What m ght be possi bl e?/ he thought, closing
his eyes.
* To make contact. To divide. To share in theplace ofyourfriend s
stones. *
H s hearts beat quickly./And the risk?/
*If the host is reluctant, or too fragile... . it could do serious harm
to the host. And to the other stones. And to us, if the feedback is too
severe.*
H s hearts went out of synch again for a nonent./And if | don't,
Bandie will stay like this. O worse. Right? Do you have any ot her
suggestions? Could you split and go to Bandi e instead?/
*He needs his own stones back, the stones that know him But we
are prepared for this risk, if you wish to I.*
Li -Jared felt paralyzed, listening to the voices in the conpartnent
around him unable to open his eyes.
If you wish to try.
*

It was a little like the way a bird nmust feel sitting on a high wire in
a thunderstormwaiting for a lightning strike, Bandicut thought. It

was not just the enotional trauma of |osing the connection--Iike

| osing his neuro all over again--though he certainly had been

flashing on that, over and over, in the eternity since he had given

up the stones. It was al so physical. He was shivering. And not just
fromcold: it was also the effects of high pressure, much higher than
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getting too

couldn't re-

despon-

m nd

hazy un-

| ander .

connecti on,

nore con-

scared for

to

anyt hi ng his body had been nmeant to withstand. \WAs he

much oxygen or too little? Probably too nuch, but he

ally tell. He felt hinmself flickering between euphoria and

dence. |If sonething didn't happen soon, he would |l ose his

and his body bot h.

The fugue was gone, at least. But he was left with a

der st andi ng of what was happeni ng. Conversation with the

Hardi ng. Antares gripping his hand, three slender fingers squeez-

ing with surprising strength. Rising and falling enpathic

waves of sensation. A rush of concern, fear, affection. A

troll ed wave of reassurance, of cal ming. She was scared,

him But she was al so trained to subnmerge her own envotions,

listen

and respond and reflect, according to the needs of the one

¢l

i n her sphere.

il "/ She is...
you know,

a:',titi she cares about you, John.

She does.
It would al nost
f eel
like love, |I think
if she

weren't..."/

, /1t's not the tineg,
Char,

let's not think about that. |f

she weren't

what ?/
"/ She's conflicted.



| can feel it.
But she's trying
very hard
to
pul I you out of this, John,
she's trying
hard. "/
He started to

think of an answer, and couldn't, because he was

suddenl y
aware that his breathing wasn't working quite right. Shal -

| ow, panting;
that's not right. But
he coul dn't stop. Was sonet hing

wong with the air--?

Besi de him

t he | ander Hardi ng had stopped talking to Ik or

L' Kel | or whoever it
was, and turned his head to | ook at Bandi cut.

D d he
see Bandicut's distress? O
had perhaps the stones noticed,

realized the danger... ?

There was anot her movenment now, Li-Jared. Mving
forward to

crouch beside Antares. Peering at Harding. Peering at
Bandi cut .

lk's

attention had been divi ded between concern for John Bandi-cut and the
need to foster comuni cation between the | ander and the Neri. Since
Antares' and Li-Jared's arrival, he had been focused nore on the latter.
t hey

spoke,

L' Kel |

seened

to

absorb

t he

fact

As
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t hat Harding might not be just a war captive, but a potential negotiator
But what was L'Kell really thinking--and what woul d Aske-| anda

thi nk? There were a lot of sick Neri, and angry Neri, who he

supposed woul d be just as happy to see a | ander captive fed to the

pi kart a.

"L'"Kell," 1k said, "if you and Harding could allow the stones to
hel p you understand one another..."

The Neri glanced at him but it was the |ander who spoke. "Are
you the | eader of these people?" he asked L'Kell

L' Kell made an unfamiliar gesture with his hands. "I am a | eader
Perhaps later, you will speak to the one who leads all of my people.’
The | ander gave a little shiver. "If | survive your bringing me to

the bottom of the ocean.”

L' Kell answered with a rasp. "My greater concern is for ny peo-
pl e who are sick and dying, killed by your people."

Harding's head jerked a little. "That is not--"

H's words were interrupted by another Neri's arrival through the
airlock. It was Hargel, who had attended them previously. "L Kell,"

Hargel said urgently, "we need |k and Bandi cut at once!"
L' Kel | gave hima sharp | ook

"The sick are worsening. Corono is trying, but some will certainly
di e soon, without the aliens' help."

Ik sensed the tension in the Neri |eader's face as he turned. "Are
you able to assist?" he asked Ik.

"I will do what | can. But John Bandicut, hrrm-" Ik peered at

his friend. "John--are you able to--?" He stopped, stunned by the
pain he saw, and the difficulty Bandi cut was having breathing. "I'm
afraid," he said to L'Kell, "that John Bandicut is one of the injured
now. | do not knowif he will live, without his stones."

Il k turned back to Bandi cut, and was startled to see Li-Jared
reaching out to touch first Bandicut, then the |ander

*

It had all conme in a rush to Li-Jared. The pain and confusion on the
human's face, the concern radiating in waves fromthe Thespi, and
now t he need of the Neri. Not those in positions of power, but the
Neri dying in the hold, or in the habitat.

Li -Jared found hinmself crouching in front of Bandicut, |istening
to his | abored breathing. "Bandie," he nurnured. "Can you--" He
paused, realizing that his words woul d not be understood. He
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turned to the | ander, who was watching with an indeci pherabl e expression.
But Hardi ng had the human's stones, and should be able

to understand the words, at least. "WII you," Li-Jared said, twanging
with nervousness, "allow ne to save the life of the one who

saved yours?"



TURBULENT CLARITY

| BANDI CUT' S THOUGHTS SLI PPED and drifted, then cleared just

intinm for himto notice the points of light flickering

through the air. FromLi-Jared to the |ander. Fromthe | ander

to him Like liquid jewels spattering fromone to an-

ot her.

H's wists burned. He watched stupidly as two marbl e-sized

orbs of light shrank down to pinpoints and enbedded t hensel ves

in his wists, dianond-white on the right and black fire on the left.
He suddenly felt faint, as though fromthe pain. D zzy. He struggled
to hold on. It was not the pain; it was the stones reconnecting ..
"/1t's working--"/

"John, are you--"

"John Bandi cut ?"

He coul d scarcely distinguish Antares' voice fromlk's. And then
with a long, slow shiver, he felt the fog lift and bl ow away.

"/ They' ve nade the transition,"/

t he quarx whi spered.

"I'"'m.. okay," he said, with alittle gasp--and if his voice didn't
work too well, the words did. Ik Hhmin satisfaction, and Antares
squeezed his hand, sending waves of relief; and Li-Jared, his electric-blue
eyes blinking like a Iighthouse, was bonging in relief and
amazenent, "John Bandi cut, John Bandi cut, can you hear me can

you hear nme can you understand?"

And he | aughed and nodded to Li-Jared, whispering thanks, and
squeezed Antares' hand tightly before finally letting go.
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The physical strength came back nore slowy. Hi s wheezing
subsi ded, as the stones poured their effort into rebal ancing his
body chenistry and getting his breathing back to norrmal. After a

few m nutes, he could feel new strength start to flow back into

his linmbs. He sat up straighter, held his head up, watching the others.

Their attention had shifted back to the |ander, once they were
sati sfied that Bandi cut was safe. Hardi ng was obvi ously havi ng
some trouble getting used to yet another abrupt change. He kept
shaki ng his head, like a dog with sonething in its ear. But he did

not seem angry. Bandi cut understood, perhaps fromhis own stones,

that Harding had agreed to the change, had willingly I et the stones

Li return
to their original host, to make room for new daughters from
¢

i Li -Jared. And now he was struggling to incorporate
t he
new i n pl ace

L of the old.

CIl'

Vi Wpoom

hroff "--don't--I

t hi nk

| can--" He shook his head with

-, a

jerk.
Bwong. "Can you understand what |'m sayi ng? Are the words
cl ear?"

Li - Jared

was shifting his weight back

and forth, left to right,

; peering nervously at the

| ander.
"Yes- -

hrrrr "--yes, | begin to understand. Li-Jared. Yes, |--
yes. | ambeginning to." Harding blinked his eyes, the concentric
rings of his

irises seeming to spin. He rubbed the side of his

head
with his pincer-fingered hand. "I was

very--" hnmm "--dizzy.

But



I think we can speak now. Yes."
"Har di ng," Bandi cut whi spered.

The | ander turned his head, fixing his bull's-eye gaze on Bandi -

cut. For several heartbeats, they sinply stared at each
other, with

| ocked
gazes. Then, at the same noment, they both whispered,
"Thank
you. "
i "John Bandicut," said L'Kell, interrupting. "I don't know i f
you

were able to understand a few nminutes ago. But there
are swm

nmers inside who need you, desperately. They are dying,
John. Do

you think you coul d. .
because he

had suddenly realized the intensity
of the exchange he had inter-

rupted. "I amvery sorry
to ask."

Bandi cut wanted very badly to talk to Harding. But he swal -

Hi s voice trailed off, perhaps

| owed
and cl osed his eyes./Can we do it? Can we do
somne
nor e

heal i ng?/

The quarx seenmed to share his unutterable weariness as she
replied,
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"/1f we have to, then we can, | guess. "/
Bandi cut gl anced at |1k and nodded. "All right,

a throat that felt |ike sandpaper. "Let's go."
*

he said, through

Conpressed air bled rapidly into the airlock, taking themto anbient
pressure. Wen he stepped out into the sub hangar, Bandicut felt such a
power ful feeling of homecoming that it stunned himto

realize that he had been gone for |ess than two days, as he reckoned
time. Led by Hargel, he and Ik wal ked through the habitat to the place where
t he sick had been brought--not the healing center

whi ch was far too snmall, but the open neeting area where they

had first net Askel anda. They paused at the entrance, horrified by

the sight of Neri laid out on cots, on cushions, on the floor before
them Inside the shipweck, it had been dark--and they had never

seen all of the radiation victinms gathered together. There, it had been
a desperate first-aid station; here they faced a full hospital floor, just
as desperate.

"My God," Bandi cut whispered.

"Mon and stars," Ik murnured in the sanme breath.

Hargel strode forward, calling out, "Corono! The aliens are here!

Where shall they start?"

The heal er was on the far side of the room But at Hargel's call

many of the Neri lying on cots turned their heads to | ook. Sone

peered at themwi th large, cloudy eyes. Others ignored themconpletely.
Even before Corono came to join them the answer to the

guesti on was al nbst obvious: start just about anywhere. Many of

the Neri they had not yet helped at all; nmany of those whom they had hel ped
were failing again. Corono quickly identified the npst

urgent cases. Wthout a further word, they began

*

The passage of tine was something al nost outside of Bandicut's

awar eness, as they worked. It m ght have been anot her day, or another
century, when they were joined by L'Kell and Kailan, who interrupted
themto ask for instruction in using their own stones for

heal i ng. Bandicut stared at themin weary disbelief, too tired to be
really surprised, but wondering why no one had thought of it before.

It wouldn't be easy, he told them without a quarx, and w thout

t he experience of neurolinking to help themget started. But the

need was great, and the Neri were willing; and they pressed their
stones close, L'Kell to Bandicut's, and Kailan to Ik's. And soon the
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two Neri were working alongside their alien friends, coaxing their
peopl e back toward life.

Bandi cut was scarcely conscious by the tine he was escorted
to his sleeping roomand given sone food and drink. He was soon
joined by Ik, but they were too tired to talk much. Ik sank into a
deep nmeditation, and Bandi cut lay down with a thick bl anket
wr apped around him H's mnd was crowded with the events of
the day. Wthout Char's help, he m ght have tossed and turned for
hours. But the quarx touched himin the right places, and he slipped

off quickly into a | eaden sl eep

i He

awoke, hours later, reverberating fromintense dreans in which

I . the

stones took on the fornms of dancing brooms, scattering great

A, clouds of dust in the air, then vanishing into a rmurky darkness,

only

' to reappear sw nging overfl owi ng buckets of
water, water in which

£i
he began
to drown.
"/ That came from sonewhere
' deep down in the nmenory stores."/
/ Yeah. / He rubbed his
t enpl es,

and then his wists. There were

, o] two al nost

i mpercepti bl e bunps where the stones resided. He
heard voices in the next

room That was probably what woke him
up. Ik was nowhere to

be seen./1 wonder how

long | slept./

A long tine.
You were tired, guy."/

/ Yah. So
how d you pass the night?/
"/Wth
cat naps.



I
don't need sl eep the sane wayyou do.
I
wor ked on my studies
of the history

of John Bandi cut.

/Oh. | hope
you enjoyed it./
"/1did. What's next?"/

Bandi cut stretched slowy. /I
dunno. Mre healing, nmaybe./
"/ What |
t hought .
| wonder what
they' re tal ki ng about
in the
ot her room"/
/Let's go see./Bandi cut stood, wobbling.
He went next door and
was greeted by Hargel, who was pac-
ing with three other Negi.
"Corono says nost of the swimers you
worked with wll
probl Sty recover,"” Hargel said. "L Kell and Kail an
wer e
able to keep going while you and Ik slept.”

"That's good. | notice you said nost, not all."
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Hargel 's voi ce becane gravelly. "W [ ost one coning back on
the sub, and two nore |last night. There will be nourning about that.
But it could have been a | ot worse. Askel anda wants to see you as

soon as you're ready."
"Fi ne. \Were's |k?"

"He's with Corono and the sick. Want to stop there first?" Harge
beckoned to himto follow

They found |k wal ki ng back and forth anmong the Neri patients

like a priest murmnuring inaudible prayers and sprinkling holy water
over everyone in sight. Instead of Hail Marys, Ik was hrrrmiing and
hrah'ing under his breath. He wasn't really saying anything, Bandi-cut
t hought, just voicing sounds of reassurance. Wien he saw

Bandi cut, he gave a w de-fingered wave, but did not cease his patrol
Bandi cut began his own wal k anong the Neri, touching arns,

gri ppi ng hands, murmuring encouragenent.

"They weren't doing this well when we left last night, were they?"
asked |k, draw ng near

Bandi cut shook his head. "L'Kell and Kailan nmust have been very
busy. "

"Hrahh." Ik peered around in satisfaction
"Where are they? Sl eeping? And have you seen Antares or Li-Jared?"

"L'"Kell and Kailan are sleeping. Li-Jared stayed with the | ander
| understand. And Antares... is with Askel anda. Shall we join her?"

They foll owmed Hargel through the Neri maze to the sane doned

room where they had once stood and watched the habitat break

free, shaken fromits noorings by the Maw. They found Antares and

the Neri | eader seated on cushions on the floor, in the nmdst of a

di scussi on about when the next eruption mght occur. Harge

brought nore cushions, and they fornmed a circle of four, while

Hargel waited by the door. Antares peered at Bandicut w th questioning
eyes, and he whispered, "I'mfine." Antares touched his hand
inrelief, before turning back to Askel anda.

"W owe you a debt," Askel anda said, leaning forward. "I thank
you for the lives of nmy people.”

"You're welcone," |k murnmured, and Bandi cut said, "I think
L' Kell and Kail an deserve as nuch thanks as we do."

"So | understand," said Askel anda. "But they could not have

done it w thout your help, and your stones." He hesitated, and for
a nonent Bandi cut thought that the elder Neri was going to ask

for his own set of stones. Askel anda rubbed the side of his dusty-



250
* JEFFREY A. CARVER *

grey head, as though in contenplation. Then he said, "But we now
have other problens to solve. If you would care to offer your
t houghts. . "

Bandi cut inclined his head. Perhaps the Neri was too polite to

ask for stones--or too afraid of what they might do to him Just as
wel |, since he had none to offer. "If we can help, we will, of course.
May | ask, have you spoken yet with the | ander--wi th Hardi ng?"

"The captive is resting quietly, I amtold," Askelanda replied, not
quite answering the question. Hi s | arge-eyed gaze seened very
somber. "I understand he has been maki ng demands. W will speak

with him perhaps, when L'Kell and sone of the others are with us."
Bandi cut nodded silently.

Askel anda gestured to Antares. "Your friend was just describing
their efforts to study the thing that awaits us below | confess I
am uncertain what to make of their work. Perhaps your friend
coul d explain."

"We think," Antares said, "that the Devourer--the Maw -m ght

be on the verge of a nmajor eruption. Li-Jared and Kail an have studi ed
certain patterns of activity that have preceded quakes in the past,
and they think the signs point to another one approaching. But we
don't know how soon."

"Rakh," 1k muttered in dismay. "Do you have any idea what the
Maw i s yet ?"

Ant ares made a soft clicking sound. "No. But Li-Jared believes
that it functions by opening channels in space-tine, nmuch as a..."
She hesitated.

"Stardrive woul d?" Bandi cut asked

"Exactly," said Antares. "How did you know? Have you spoken
with Li-Jared?"

Bandi cut shook his head. "No, but in the sunken ship--"

"You reported an encounter--and Li-Jared found activity around

the Maw, at the same tinme." Antares was beginning to stir with excitement.
"Pl ease tell us what happened?"

"OfF course. But finish what you were saying," Bandi cut urged

her .

Ant ares pushed her fingers back through her hair. "I cannot explain
much nore, because | frankly do not understand it--but we

know that the Maw s functions are sonehow connected to the

sunken ship. Is it in fact--?"

"A spaceshi p?" Bandicut said. "Yes. | net its.., stardrive.., in
person. | was lucky to get out alive, with Harding." He had the at-
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tenti on of everyone now, especially Askelanda, who fixed himwth

an intense gaze. "l don't know exactly how they are connected, but
| amcertain that it was the Maw t hat caused the starship to crash.”
He hesitated a nonment, then decided he might as well tell it all

"And | believe it was through that crash that the people you cal
the landers canme to this world."

He could hear the Neri's breathing sharpen. In surprise, or dismy?
Askel anda gazed at himw th an expression he could not quite

deci pher. "We have had certain | egends..." the Neri began, speaking
with difficulty. He paused in thought, then seemed to decide

somet hing. "They are not fromour world, then?"

Bandi cut took a deep breath. "They are now," he said. And he
realized with a start that his know edge of the | anders was far
deeper now than it had been just hours ago. Hi s stones had been
busy learning, while they were in Harding' s care.

"What do you nean?" Askel anda asked sharply.

Bandi cut turned his hands up. "The | anders--the Astari, they
call themselves--are not native to this world, no. But they have
been here for several generations now. And they have no ot her

pl ace to call homre."

"Home?" Askel anda cried, raising his hands. "They call it hone,
but they poison it, and poi son our people?"

"I think," Bandicut said softly, "that they have been unaware of
t he poisoning. | believe their actions have been nore thoughtl ess
than malicious. But yes, the spaceship is theirs. O their ancestors'.

The Neri | eader's eyes focused on himfor a few heartbeats, as

if trying to decide if this was the same John Bandi cut who had

heal ed his people. Finally he said, "So the ship is connected to our
great Devourer. What are we to nake of that? Do they control it?
WIl they let it keep erupting until it destroys us?"

"They don't control it," Bandicut answered. "How could they, if
it was the Maw that caused themto crash on this world in the first

pl ace? They too have been at the mercy of the Maw and its quakes."
"How can that be, if they are safe on the | and?"

Ant ares answered, "Were your--ancestors--not safe on the

| and? And yet Kailan says that the Maw destroyed them ™"
Askel anda's head jerked a little.

"Your ancestors?" asked lk. "They are all gone now?"

Askel anda |l et out a raspy breath and closed his eyes for a nonent,
muttering some syllables that the transl ator-stones did not

catch. Wen he spoke again, it was in a nore distant-seening
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voi ce. "There was a great convul sion, nany generations ago- - not
long after the Neri came to the sea. There were quakes and
tsunam s. Volcanic blasts. Stornms above the sea. Qur people only
barely survived. But our ancestors died."

"All of then?" |k asked, his voice strained with the
enoti ons of

one who knew what it was like for a planetful of people to die.

"As far as we know. Expeditions ashore never found

survivors. "
Askel anda hesitated, before adding sinply, "They are gone."
"Destroyed by the arrival of the Maw," said Antares. In
response
to questioning | ooks fromthe others, she said, "That is is what
Kai | an

bel i eves caused the cataclysm-the arrival of the Maw, from space.
It is still causing destruction--but probably nothing conpared to

t he
nmonent of its arrival."

Bandi cut
suddenly realized sonething that had been staring
Cl : himin the face. "The arrival of the Maw happened soon after

t he

i Neri went to live in the sea, didn't it? Was there a
feeling--do the
Neri fear that the Maw canme because the Neri dared to

nove away
' fromthe land, into
t he
sea?"
*, ., Askelanda's expression froze. "That," he said stiffly, "is
a his-
torical and spiritual matter. It is sonething you woul d have
to ask
t he obliq.
O Corono."
Spiritual matter? Bandi cut wondered. Antares gl anced
at him

wi th an expression of affirmation, and he knew t hat he
had touched

on a point of difficult feelings anong the Neri. He raised
hi s hands

pl eadingly. "But is there any evidence of such a



connection?" It
seened unlikely. H's guess was that the Maw fell when it

fell, and

had nothing at all to do with the Neri comng to live in
the sea.

Askel anda gazed at hi m sonberly, and started
to answer.

But he was interrupted by a call fromHargel, at the
door. "Aske-

| anda, the robots have returned from
the factory!"

The robots entered, apparently having been

hand-carried up through the passageways by the Neri. Napol eon wal ked

to the edge of the discussion circle, Copernicus rolling

al ong behi nd; Napol eon crouched in a rest position, his

scanner-eyes swiveling to take in the entire group. "Captain, we've come back
to report. W mght have stayed |onger, but our sub needed

rechargi ng

and resupply.”

"W're glad to see you,
have

you made?" Napol eon clicked softly. "W have established contact
with

t he

Bandi cut said. "Wat progress
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factory control system and now have a basic understandi ng of the
operating nechani sns. We think we know what went w ong."
Askel anda | eaned forward, thoughts of the Maw apparently for-
got ten.
"And what went w ong?" pronpted Bandicut.
"It's conplicated."
"Ckay, it's conplicated. Wiat was it?"
The robot clicked again. "The breakdown apparently occurred
in several distinct stages. The first stage was caused by a severe seismc
di sturbance, which damaged a nunber of internal control pathways,
as well as manufacturing elenents in the factory."
"Seism c disturbance? You nean, caused by the Maw?" Bandi -
cut demanded.
"Probably, Captain. The factory head believes so, but has no di-
rect record of the source of the seismc activity."
"Factory head?"
"The primary control system It ordinarily would have been ca-
pabl e of self-repair, but the danage was too extensive. There may
have been fragmentation of certain instructional subsets. In addition
a nunber of raw materials needed for conpletion of repairs
wer e unavail able.”
"Material s? You nmean chemical nmaterials, like mnerals, and so
on?"
"Affirmative. Mnerals that are not present in the output of the
vol cani ¢ vents, which constitute the primary source of raw materials
as well as heat energy. Electrical energy is derived redundantly
from radi oi sotopic generators, as well as from geot hermal heat."
Napol eon paused as though for breath and seened to |l ook to

Coperni cus for confirmation. Copernicus druntapped.

Bandi cut gl anced at Askel anda to see if he was following. It was
i npossible to tell. "So it was missing raw materials."

"Yes, and that was a contributing cause of failure. But the fac-
tory mght have survived, with a reduced |evel of productivity, if it

had not been for the progranmng failure--which itself was |ikely
a cascade effect caused by danaged conponents that were not



properly repaired at the outset."

Bandi cut sensed that the explanation was begi nning to get away
fromsome of those listening. "Wat's the bottomline, Nappy? Were
you able to do anything about it?"

"I believe we have nmade a start, Captain. | was able to exam
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me the basic progranmm ng, and deternined that the major failure

was sonet hing that could be worked around through programing

changes, prior to attenpting physical repair to the damaged components.'
"Urr!" said Ik, interrupting. "Are you saying that you will be able

to physically repair the machi nes?"

Napol eon angl ed a sensor toward the Hraachee' an. "W personally?
No. However, we hope to be able to assist the factory head

in repairing itself--guiding, rather than doing the work for it.
"Hrah!" said Ik. "Just like our healing of the Neri!"

Bandi cut grinned, despite hinself.

Askel anda interrupted to ask for clarification. The robots had
been speaking in a mixture of Neri and English, which Bandicut's
transl ators had been rendering seam essly to himas English. Bandi-cut

qui ckly sunmari zed what the robots had been saying. "Do |

have that right?" he asked Napol eon

Yes, said Napol eon, "except for one nmore point. The factory

still requires raw materials which it does not have, and which ap-patently
it was never expected to find in the vol canic vent stream

The vents are rich with many chemcals, but the factory was desi gned

with the expectation that it would be regularly supplied by

the Neri, or by its designers, with supplenental raw materials, as
needed. "

Bandi cut turned to Askelanda. "ls it possible that the subs that

once col |l ected manufactured products also carried down | oads of

raw nmaterials to the factories?"

"It is possible,"” nurnured Askel anda. "I do not know "

"I'n any case, that supply was interrupted,” Napol eon conti nued.

"Possibly by the sane cataclysm It may have so di srupted nornal
activities that the need to provide supplies was, in the end, sinply
forgotten. And the factory kept going for a while, using up its reserves."
"What materials do they need to get up and running agai n?"

The robot answered, "The greatest need appears to be for gernani um

nol ybdenum gallium ytterbium arsenic, and copper."

Bandi cut and | k exchanged uncertain gl ances. Askel anda

simply appeared bew | dered. Trying to explain, Bandicut only

produced even nore bew | dernment. The transl ator-stones were remarkabl e
devi ces, but even they were hard pressed to translate

nanmes of obscure chenical elenents to Neri who | acked the vo-
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cabul ary of chemistry. He | eaned toward Ik and asked, "Were you
able to follow it okay?"

"Hm | believe so. If | amnot m staken, those materials woul d
be most likely to be found in ... intelligent machines,” Ik mnur-
nmur ed

"Such as the machines," Bandicut said, "that the Neri were try-

ing to salvage fromthe sunken ship?"

Ik inclined his head and stroked his scul pted, blue-white term

ple with a long, bony finger. "Possibly. Quite possibly."

Bwong. "In that case," said Li-Jared, springing into the roomwth
a qui cker step than Bandicut had seen in a long tine, "perhaps it
istine we all had a talk with Harding." Behind himcane the | ander
wal king with slow, determ ned steps.



CONVERGENCE

BANDI CUT WAS STUNNED, as they all rose. "You | ocked him

through to this pressure? And he's still alive?"

Har di ng gazed back at himfor a moment, his head

nmoving in a rhythm cal, dipping fashi on. Bandi cut knew

t he expl anation, of course; it was the daughter-stones from Li-Jared.
They were giving hi menough internal physiol ogical support to survive
t he pressure increase.

"/ 1'd guess that the stones are

havi ng to work dammed hard at it.

He's the only one of us who isn't normalized."/ Hardi ng spoke for hinself,
| abored but under st andabl e words.

He gestured to both Bandi cut and Li-Jared with his pincer hands as

he said, "Thank you for nmaking it possible. But--" and he spoke

now to the larger group "--1 amnot certain how long | can survive
this environment. It is--" ffrrrrrr "--difficult. | also do not
know if | will survive a return to the surface. So please, let us use

the tine that | do have."

Askel anda wal ked in a slow circle around the |ander, as though

i nspecting him It occurred to Bandicut that the scene was sonething
out of a nightmare: a black, rubber-skinned nmer creature

wi th enormous eyes, gill slits, and a nantle of seaweed, circling

om nously around a pebbly skinned, fox-faced being fromthe

worl d of air, who was breathing with difficulty and standing

stooped with pain. The Neri |eader halted in front of the |ander
"You were part of the teamthat attacked our people on the

sunken shi p?"

in
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Hardi ng raised his head slightly. "I amof the--" ffrrrrr "--folk
of earth and wood--" ffrrrr "--travelers--" ffrrrr "--Astari." He
peered around. "We were attacked by a group of --anphibi ans--your
peopl e--when we tried to protect our property.”
Askel anda's breath came in a rasp. "Your property? It was an
abandoned wreck. Enpty."
"Enpty at that nonment, perhaps. But we have been sal vagi ng
it. It is ours. It belonged to our ancestors."”
Askel anda turned angrily, then swung his gaze back around.
"And the land you live on bel onged to our ancestors!"
Har di ng | ooked startl ed.
"Not only have you stolen our ancestors' |and, but you have
been poi soni ng our seas and killing our people!™
Har di ng seened surprised by the accusation. The pupils of his
eyes contracted to dots as he contenpl ated Askel anda's words. "I
do not know anyt hi ng about this poisoning of which you speak,"
he said finally. "But I do know -since you accuse us of theft of your I|and,
whi ch you do not seemto inhabit--that the | and was
enpty when ny people arrived there. Qur records are clear on
that."
Askel anda's breathing slits flared. He kept his eyes fixed on the
lander. "It may be true," he said, "that mi sfortune had al ready befallen
our ancestors when you arrived. But surely you saw signs of
prior habitation."
Hardi ng nade a sl ow whistling sound. "Of course. There are stil
some abandoned cities, half under the sea and broken by earthquakes,
whi ch we have left as we found them" He rubbed his chest
with a pincer. "Mstly, anyway. But living inhabitants? No."
Askel anda hi ssed softly, and paced for a nonent. "So you settled
the and. But now you attack our people. Why?"
The | ander made a coughi ng sound. "W do not attack. We only
defend what is ours. You have never made yoursel ves known to
us. W have only seen our machi nery di sappearing!"
"As ournmachi nery has di sappeared fromour old cities along the
coast--even in the places you have not settled."
The | ander studied himfor a monent. "This | cannot say. It may
be that there are other places being sal vaged, which were not the
property of our people." He made a rippling novenent with his
upper body, which Bandicut interpreted as a shrug.
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Li -Jared was scowling in concentration through this exchange.
Antares inclined her head slightly, and Bandicut felt a tiny inner
change, a calmng influence. At that nonent, |1k spoke. "M ght I

of fer an observation?"

The Neri and the |ander turned.

"Hmm | have no right to make judgnents. | amonly a visitor

here, and do not know nearly enough about your two peoples. But

it sounds to ne--" 1k glanced carefully fromone to the other

"--as if both of you have been sal vaging materials from w ecked

or abandoned sites belonging to the other's ancestors. Neither of
you i ntended anything wong. And yet, both of your people fee

t hat you have been stolen from"

Askel anda and Harding stared at him

"It is difficult when you do not know the other side, isn't it?
When you have no way to speak, face to face--either in anger or

in friendship." Ik extended a hand toward the Neri |eader. "Aske-I|anda,
you could not have known that Harding's people cane here

fromthe stars--and perhaps never even neant to |land on this

worl d. And Harding--" 1k turned to the | ander and pointed toward

t he done wi ndow "--woul d you have guessed that the Neri had

such a civilization down here?"

"No," whispered the | ander, and his amazenment surfaced |ike

oi | bubbling up through water

"Take a | ook outside--with your permn ssion, Askelanda? | don't
think you were able to see this fromthe subnarine."

Askel anda made a sweeping gesture. "Let himsee. |If he does

not believe that we have a civilization, let himsee for hinself."
Ik led Harding to the wi ndow, fromwhich at |east a dozen other
habitats could be seen glowi ng in the darkness. Hardi ng gazed
silently into the sea. Turning to Askel anda, he said hoarsely, "I never
i magi ned anything.., at all like this. And so far down." He seened
to shudder slightly, perhaps with awe, or perhaps fear. "But do you
ever.., go to the surface? You speak as if you have visited the |and.
But we have not seen you. Or rather, there have been stories--but
none have ever been confirmed. W were nost surprised by your
appearance at the starship.”

"W go to the surface ... on rare occasions," Askel anda answered.
"But beyond that, | think, I will not speak right now. "

Bandi cut wondered what Askel anda was avoi di ng tal ki ng about.
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Then he remenbered that the Neri had solar charging arrays, |arge
fields of solar cells floating near the surface to convert sunlight into
electricity. Askel anda was no doubt hoping that the arrays had not
been di scovered by | ander surface shi ps.

Har di ng made a husky sound that m ght have been a grunt. He

| ooked again out the wi ndow, before Askel anda said, "You have

not yet answered ny question. Wiy do you poison the seas? Are

you so determined to keep us fromthese sunken ships?"

"Poi son. You keep speaking of this,"” Harding said. "But what

poi son do you nean?"

"The poi son ny people are dying off" Askel anda snapped, wth
startling intensity. "You rode here in a submarine filled with ny

dying swimers! If it were not for the help of these two--" he
waved his hands at |k and Bandicut "--npbst of them would already
be dead."

"But | did not see anyone dying in the subnmarine," protested

the | ander. "Except when the human, John Bandicut--"

"He doesn't nean nme," Bandicut explained. "He means Neri who

were riding in a |l ower conmpartnent. They are all ill--and yes, many
have di ed--from sonething called radi ati on poi soning."

Har di ng stared.

"It is hard--" Bandicut struggled for an explanation. "I do not

know, really, how rmuch you know--"

And then a rush of information sluiced through his m nd, and

he suddenly remenbered that the stones did know sonethi ng of

what Hardi ng knew. And the | anders were in one respect mnuch I|ike

the Neri: they had inherited some old and fairly sophisticated technol ogy,
but their general know edge of science was fragnmented.

Mich had been lost, much was disorgani zed. They--or at | east

Har di ng- - had no under st andi ng of reactor technol ogy or even of

basic radiation science. It was a testanment to their determination that
they were getting along as well as they were, using what was |eft

of their ancestors' technology, with I owtech devel opnents of their
own. It was quite plausible that they might be unwittingly discharging
radi ation into the water, or even opening reactor chanbers

in ignorance of the dangers they were posing to thensel ves,

to the environnment, and to the Neri.

"/1 suggest you give Hardi ng an expl anation

that will enable himto understand, deep down,

how the Neri swi nmrers are suffering."/
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Bandi cut found hi msel f noddi ng, as these thoughts poured

t hrough his nmind. And he began to try to explain, and hoped that

the stones coul d sonehow nmake sense of it for the |ander. "Radiation

is sonething that you can't see--except for certain kinds, |ike
sunlight, or the light of these |lanps,"” he said, pointing to the gl ow ng
patches in the walls. "But other kinds, which are invisible, are

so deadly that if you sinmply stand in their presence for a little while,
you die ...'

The tour of the nmedical area was Li-Jared's idea. But Ik |led the way,

under Corono's watchful gaze, touching the arnms of the sick Neri

as he passed them Bandicut thought he knew how the Hraachee' an

felt.

It was as if he knew all of these Neri swi mers, or anyway those
whose

m nds he had touched | ast night and the ni ght before. \Wal k-
i ng

t hrough, he was gratified to feel inprovenent in nost of them
But

not all. Sone were too far gone.
I k

paused beside a Neri whose face was blistered and raw. Hi s
eyes

were open, but mlky, blind. His breath came in a | abored rasp,

into lung chanbers full of fluid. Ik whispered to himfor a few no-

ments, then spoke briefly to Corono, before turning to Harding. "H s
nane is U'Kant. He got too close to the open reactor chamber on

t he sunken ship, and the radiation is destroying his body. It is be-
yond our power to heal him | think."

Corono, touching U'Kant for a nonment, spoke softly, but wth

deep feeling. "He will soon be on his spirit journey. It will not be
an easy one. He suffers.”

Harding stood a little apart fromthe sick Neri. He seenmed to be
regarding U'Kant with a m xture of horror, fear, and conpassion

"He is in great pain,"” Harding said, and it was nore statenent than
guesti on.

"Yes," said Ik.

"And he will die?"



"Yes," said k. "Unl ess soneone with greater healing power
than mine can help him" He glanced at Bandi cut, but while the
two had been speaki ng, Bandi cut had placed his own fingertips on
U'Kant's arm The Neri was burning with fever, and felt the sane
on the inside, within the nmind, as he did through the flesh. Even
Charlie had trouble not shying away.

"/He is gone.., already gone..."/

whi spered the quarx, with a shiver.
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Bandi cut shook his head sadly. "I can't do anything for him™"

"You--" Harding said to both of them"--heal ed, using your
st ones?"

"The stones,"” Ik said, "helped us to help them W could not
have done it without the stones. But the true healing cane from
within. "

"Do you suppose,” Harding said hesitantly, "that it's possible that
/could help any of--" his voice caught, and he pointed to the dying
Neri "--or help this one?"

Bandi cut gl anced at 1k, at Corono--and at Antares, from whom

he sensed a sudden wave of... what? Caution? He peered at her

trying to read her thoughts. He turned finally to Askel anda, wondering
if the Neri |eader had understood Harding' s question. "Qur

guest has asked--"

"No/" Askel anda rasped. He strode forward and waved the | ander

away from U ' Kant. He had understood enough, apparently. "Let

himdie in peace, not at the hands of this--" He gestured at Hardi ng,
but words seened to fail him

Bandi cut felt the tension rising in the room Corono noved to
i nterpose hinmsel f between his patient and the group. Bandi cut
touched Harding's arm "It will not be allowed. |I'msorry."

Hardi ng nmade a | ow runbling sound under his breath, and
stepped slowy back fromthe Neri swimer. "He will die, then,"
Hardi ng said--and it was clear he was offended, or saddened, or
both by Askel anda's refusal.

"He will die as Neri die," Askel anda snapped. "Not at the hands
of an alien. He will soon join with the sea.” Wth a sweepi ng ges-

ture of dism ssal, Askel anda stalked fromthe room
Bandi cut squinted after him

No one spoke. But Harding's reaction was clear. He stood notionless,
his ringed eyes foll owi ng Askel anda. His face seened to

contort through a startling assortnent of expressions--conveying
anger, astoni shnent, dismay, and other, unidentifiable enotions.
Suddenly he lurched forward, |inping after Askel anda, trying to
nmove quickly in spite of the obvious pain he was suffering hinself.
Two of the Neri stayed cl ose behind him

The others began to follow, but Antares raised a hand. "They

both want sonmething fromthe other, and |I'mnot sure they know
what. But they have to find out. | don't think we should interfere
nmuch. "
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"Hmém what could Harding want fromthe Neri, except to be

taken home and |l eft alone?" 1k asked. "I think he feels genuine re-
gret about the injury and death. But what can he do about it, ex-
cept go back and tell his own peopl e?"

Li -Jared suddenly clicked his fingers excitedly. "I think I know

I think I know. He was tal king about it in the sub.” And wi thout
pausi ng to explain, Li-Jared sprang in pursuit of Harding and Asked-
| anda, with the others close on his heels.

The two were back in the discussion room arguing. The | ander

was standing with his foxlike head and snout jutting toward Asked-

I anda in an al nost feral -1 o0oking expression, while Askel anda's

hands were on his hips in a humanli ke fashion. The two robots were

still

there, and | ooked for all the world as if they were trying to fol-
| ow

the conversation. It was possible that they understood Aske-
| anda,

but it seened unlikely that they could have foll owed nmuch

of

what the | ander was sayi ng. Neverthel ess Bandi cut was startled
to

hear Napol eon saying, in the Neri tongue, "Yes, there are records
in

the factory's nenory of a long history of seismc disturbances.
do

not have detail ed know edge of your world's seisnol ogy, but it
woul d

seem reasonabl e to expect that this activity affects the Astari
as

well as the Neri."
Askel anda

st opped paci ng and stared at the robot with eyes that
seened

weary with cares. He scarcely seened to notice when
Kai | an

and L'Kell entered the rooma noment later. "All right. So
there

are seismc disruptions on land."
" And

| should point out;" said Li-Jared, "that there may al so be
severe

climate changes associated with disruptions in the ocean cur-
rents.”



Askel anda

clearly did not enjoy having this information brought
forward

at just this nmonent. "What does any of this have to do with
us?"

he asked.
Hardi ng took a step forward, closing two pincer fingers in the
air.

"It has to do," he said, "with terrible earthquakes and storms
origi nating

deep in the ocean. It has to do with ny people being

hur t

and killed. Perhaps you do not control it, perhaps you do
not

understand it or even know nuch about it at all. But you
are

closer to the source than we are. And there are those Astari
who

wonder if these nysterious, rarely seen anphi bi ans who
t hi eve

from sunken vessel s nmight al so be responsible for these
di sasters.”
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"Thi eve?" said Askel anda. "Are we back to the accusati ons
agai n?"

"I think," said Ik, stepping alnost casually into the conversation
"that what Harding refers to is the perceptions of his people, who
do not have the sane information that we have."

Askel anda ignored the interruption. "Wy--" he snapped,

"woul d anyone think that we control the Maw of the Abyss? The
Dermmon! We are in greater peril fromit than anyone! If it caused
your ship to crash, maybe you brought it to this world!"

Hardi ng' s gaze focused narrowy, his arm nuscles swelling.
"You do not--"

"I"'msorry to disagree with you, Askel anda," Bandi cut broke in,
"but | saw what happened when the' ship crashed. They were as
hel pl ess and confused as your own people are when the Maw
cones to life."

"How can you know t hat ?"

"I amtelling you what | felt in the starship's nmenories."
Askel anda seened doubtful. This tinme it was L' Kell who stepped

forward. "I rem nd you, our friend John Bandicut went into that
pl ace at great peril to hinself. He risked his life to bring the prisoner-'
he inclined his head toward Harding "--our guest now,

back alive."

Askel anda answered in an inaudible nutter. He seened to fee
t hat everyone was turning agai nst him

Bandi cut heard a clicking sound. Napol eon was waiting to be
recogni zed. "Captain, if | may say a word? Thank you. | speak now
because we | earned sonething el se fromthe factory head which |
bel i eve may factor into your discussion."

"That m ght be hel pful,"” said Antares, her soft voice sonehow
carrying through the roomw th greater force than any of the sharp
retorts.

"The information," began Napol eon, "was rather technical. But
since the Maw of the Abyss figures centrally in your discussion,
believe it may have rel evance ..."

*

The factory head, it seemed, had been nonitoring emanations from

the Maw of the Abyss for years. Furthernore, it clained to possess

i nformati on about how to make contact with the Maw directly. It

had not attenpted such contact itself, but in its fragmented data-stores
wer e designs for equi pnent that mght enable |iving beings
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to make contact. "I amuncertain," said Napol eon, "of the nature of
t he equi pnent, or of the accuracy of the claim W did not devote
too much attention to it, because it did not seemas urgent a matter
at the tine."

"Not urgent?" asked Askel anda. "How could you not think it was
ur gent ?"

"Remenber," said L'Kell, "they were sent to try to repair the fac-tory--not
to make contact with the Maw. "

"That may be true, but..." Askelanda hesitated. "Tell nme how
the factory could know how to do such a thing!"

L' Kell blinked his great black eyes and spread his webbed fingers
in a shrug.

Kail an turned fromthe wi ndow, where she had been gazing out,
seemingly not listening to the discussion. "It was built by our
creators--who were thensel ves destroyed by the Maw -but not

wi thout a last, desperate struggle. That is what the narrative records
suggest . "

"If we can believe them" said Askel anda.

You are right, they are not as historically certain as sone of our
other data. It can be difficult to distinguish fact fromtale in parts of
our records." Kailan closed her enornous eyes, as though recalling
somet hi ng she had studi ed years before. "But certain of the narra-tives-not
clearly identified as histories, just narratives--are surprisingly
consistent with the information Napol eon has just brought
us. They describe a peopl e--not named, but probably the tellers
t hensel ves--who were struggling to make contact with a very
great power that was destroying them"

"And?" pronpted Askel anda, pacing as he |istened.

"According to the narrative, sone of themthought they had

found a way. But they were too late. Their cities, their culture, were
too fragile, too badly danmaged. They were destroyed before they

could put their ideas to the test. O perhaps they did put themto

the test, but the goal was still beyond them™

"Perhaps," said Bandicut, "they intended for the factory to produce
t he neans of contact, but the factory was already too damaged."

Kail an gestured with her fingers--a shrug. "The narratives do
not say."

"You speak of the Maw," said Askelanda, "as if it were a thing
that could speak, listen, and think. Contact it, you say."
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"Yes," said Kailan. "That is how the narratives were witten. Do

we know that they are w ong?"

Askel anda stored at her, his dark, dusty face lined with uncertainty.
"Perhaps,"” said Ik, in a dry voice, "it is tinme soneone tried to
find out. HmP"



[ THE ONLY WAY anyone could think of to test whether the
factory was telling the truth was to fix it, then let it try.

That meant sending the robots back down to continue

their work, as soon as the subs were recharged. It al so

meant acquiring a supply of the needed raw netals so that the factory
could complete its self-repair. The first was no problem But

the second ..

"You wi sh--" flaaaay "--to take still nore property from our
shi p?" cried Harding.

"Wll, it was | eft abandoned at the bottom of the sea," Aske-| anda
sai d.

"You didn't like it when we took equi prent from your abandoned
cities ..."

Bandi cut could not bear to |isten. There was probably nothing

to be gained just now from pointing out that both sides had the sane
problem and would benefit nore from cooperation than conflict.

I nst ead, he wandered away to | ook out the w ndow. The under-seascape
seened renmarkably peaceful; there was little activity

vi si bl e outsi de now. As he watched, though, he becane aware of

animal life noving here and there, always seeningly at the periphery
of his vision. When a school of long, flare-tailed, silver fish
gl i ded between the habitats, he imgined hinself as one of them-free
and silent, passing through a strange ghost city of enornous,

| um nous gl obes. He inagined hinmself very far, indeed, fromthe
concerns of those sharing this habitat with him

The feeling of cal mvani shed when he saw a gli mer of distant
light off to his left, low on the horizon, like |ightning deep in thun-
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derclouds: the Maw, stirring. He wondered somberly how many
eruptions like the last one the undersea city could survive. " /Don ?you think
t hey m ght need

some di pl omatic hel p back there?"/

Bandi cut angl ed a gl ance back at the group. A handful of Neri

wer e paci ng around t he somewhat bew | dered Astari, the two robots,
and the rest of those from Shipworld. Ik met his glance and,

wi t hout visibly noving a muscle, managed to convey rueful synpathy.
Bandi cut shook his head. /W can't settle this for them

They're going to have to work it out for thenselves./

As tinme wore on, in fact, Bandicut noticed that Harding's

attitude was subtly changi ng. The Astari was saying | ess about his
peopl e' s ownershi p of the sunken spaceship, and nore about the
guesti on of whether anything could be done about the Maw. "I do

not know, " Hardi ng was saying, "how many people woul d respond

to the possibility of trying such a thing. They know not hi ng of your
people. But if there m ght be a chance of preventing new eruptions-'
The talk went on for a very long tine.

The foll owi ng norning, while the breakfast meal was being served,
Antares realized that sonething fundanmental had changed in Harding's
approach toward Askel anda, and vice versa. They were

earnestly discussing the virtues of various foods fromthe sea. The
Astari tended nore toward the flesh of fish; the Neri toward undersea
fruit. The conversation gave Antares hope. It was not that

they were wholly friendly toward one another, but the edge had

di sappeared fromtheir exchanges. They were begi nning to speak

in positive ternms about cooperation. Nothing had yet been agreed

to, but Antares now felt hope that the Neri would send Hardi ng back
to the surface--as a nmessenger, at |east.

She knew t hat Hardi ng had been deeply noved by the sight of

the dying Neri. She had felt his horror, fear, regret--and the up-welling
desire to help. And then, at Askelanda's rebuff, his sudden

shift toward anger. The anger had perhaps passed nore quickly

when he'd gotten his first glinpse of the light of the Maw outside
the done, and felt the faint runble vibrating through the sea.

For Askel anda, the change had cone harder. But one of the Neri

had finally pointed out that it could just as easily have been the Neri
who had opened the ships's radioactive chanbers to the sea. No
conflict was needed for the Neri to come back sick and dyi ng.
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Now, as she sat nibbling on a cluster of purplish green sea-

grapes, she cast her inner senses around the room and thought, perhaps
it was time to nudge for a resolution. "Wuld it be rude of ne

to offer a suggestion?" she nmurmnured, raising her voice just high
enough to be heard. Everyone | ooked up

"I woul d wel come any suggestion," answered Kail an

"Speak, " sai d Askel anda.

"Very well," said Antares. She felt self-conscious, not only be-
cause she was an alien here, a guest naking presunptions upon

her hosts, but also because it was not the place of a third-female to
take a lead in discussions. It might be reasonable, but it was hard.

She drew a slow breath. "I would like to suggest that it would be

in everyone's interest if Harding returned to the surface as soon as
possi bl e. W do not know how nuch | onger his people will stay

around. "

"At last report fromthe weck, they were still there. But they

haven't made any further effort to penetrate the ship," Askel anda

said. "We still have a small group, with one useful sub and one disabled."’
"It is only a matter of tine, | think, before fighting begins again,"
Har di ng sai d.

"But you could go and speak to your people,"” Antares said. "You
could give them sone understanding of the Neri. O how they--
or we--m ght be able to hel p your people.™

"I amnot certain we can help them" said Askel anda. "Can we
prom se to quiet the Maw of the Abyss?"

"We can offer hope," said L'Kell. "The best hope we've had that
| can renenber."
"Perhaps," said Kailan, "It would help them even to know t hat

an eruption may be inm nent--whether we can stop it or not."

Askel anda made a nonconmittal sound.

"That mght be true," said Harding. "But even if we were to allow

you to renmove equi pnent and metal from our ship, we could not

prom se that your people wouldn't continue to be poisoned by this
radi ati on."

"Perhaps not," said k. "But if you have know edge of the ship,

you mi ght work together with themto find |less risky ways. Hm®"

Askel anda squi nted, as though nmaki ng a decision. Suddenly he

rose, getting to his feet with surprising speed. "Then let us do this!

The Maw wi Il not wait while we finish our neal. L' Kell--"

"Yes, Askel anda?" The younger |eader was al ready standing.
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"Prepare a sub to take our guest back."
"To the shi pweck?"
"To the surface."

L' Kell | ooked startled. "Very well."

"Hardi ng--1 wish you to take | eave as our guest. WII| you speak
to your people of these matters?"

"I will try," said the |ander huskily. He staggered a little as he
rose, but waved off L'Kell, who stepped quickly to help him

Ant ares blinked, surprised but pleased by the speed of the decision.
"Wait!" said Bandicut--jarring her with a sharp note of

worry. "You can't just take himstraight to the surface, you know "
"Why not? | have approved it!" Askel anda said sharply.

She felt Harding' s thoughts darken, as he realized what Bandi-cut
nmeant. Even L' Kell seened to understand. But Antares had no
nore i dea than Askel anda.

"I amafraid,"” Bandicut said, "you would kill him | doubt that
he shares your ability to withstand rapid pressure changes. Harding?"

The lander's pupils were |arge and dark. He spoke slowy. "That

is true. | don't knowif | can survive a return to the surface at all
Per haps the stones can nmake it possible. But we nmust go slowy. It

m ght take days. Can your subs do this?"

"W can," said L'Kell. "W'll have to conserve power, though
or transfer fromone sub to another, partway there."

"Then," said Askel anda, "the sooner you start, the sooner you
will reach the surface, yes?"

Bandi cut had mi xed enptions as he departed on the sub with

Antares and the Neri pilot named S Cali. It made good sense for

themto scout ahead--locate the |ander surface ship if it was stil
there, and if it seened appropriate, make contact to urge it to stay.
But he wi shed he could be with L'Kell and Harding on the slow ascent,

| earning nore about the Astari and his people--a job which,

reasonably enough, had been given to L'Kell, with Li-Jared' s assi stance.

They woul d acconpany S Cali on a secondary mssion, also, to

make an inspection of the floating solar arrays. Askel anda was concer ned
about the condition and security of the arrays--especially

with Astari in the area--and there were now fewer subs avail able

for this kind of thing. Ik was remaining in the undersea city to assi st
Corono with the sick.
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sone-

cauti on.

very

sm | ed,

t he

set -

"How far up nust we go before we see sunlight?" Antares asked,
craning her neck at the front viewport of the sub
"Well, we probably have to get above a depth of a couple of

hundred neters. That's quite a ways up. | think the Neri city is

where around three hundred neters." Assumng that his stones

were interpolating correctly frominformati on the Neri had given
hi m

Antares hmm d, and he gl anced her way. They were |ying side

by side in the sub's cockpit, their shoul ders and hips pressed to-
gether, the hair that streamed from between her shoul ders spilling

of f her back onto his. He could feel her enjoyment of his conpany,

and yet at the same tinme her.., not al oofness, exactly, but

That's okay, he thought, that's good; caution is good.
S Cali, on his right, steered out from anong the highest clusters

of habitats in the Neri city, and into the darkness. S Cali was

muring to hinself as he piloted the sub. Bandi cut puzzled over the
sound, then realized that the Neri was hunming a tune. It was the

first time he had ever heard Neri music. It was husky, and not

nmelodic to his ears. Nevertheless, he found it soothing. He

rested his chin on his folded arns, and settled in for the ride.

*

"There it is," S Cali said, pointing ahead. Bandi cut recognized

sunken spaceshi p, but was surprised how different it |ooked in an-

other light. He had last seen it in early norning; now the whole



ting seemed brighter, bluer, though the sun was still shrouded by

they're

drift,

above

the veater overhead. It rmust be close to m dday, he thought.
"How cl ose do you intend to go?" Antares asked.
"That depends," said S Cali, reducing power. "We' re not going

to try to get past the | ander guard, if they're around--but if

not here, we'll see how our people are getting along."

Soon after that, he cut the power altogether and let the sub

ten or twenty neters above the seafioor. He activated sonme equip-
ment on his console, and said, "Quiet, please.”

They listened, studying a sonar display. At first Bandi cut heard,
and saw, nothing; then he becane aware of distant clinking sounds
t hat m ght have been nothing nore than | oose pieces of equipnent,
or the ship's structure creaking in the currents.

A moment later, S Cali raised a webbed finger. Now Bandi cut

could make out a faint, buzzing whine. A nmotor, in the distance.

S Cali pointed to the screen. Atiny point of light was visible

t he shadowtracing of the weck. "Overhead," S Cali said, "but on
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its way down. They mnust still be keeping a watch, at |east." He adjusted
a control, and sonme additional points of |ight appeared near

the sil houette of the weck. "They're there, all right. It doesn't | ook
as if much is happening, though. Wich is good."

"Are you worried that they'll spot us?" Antares asked.

"I don't mind if they know we're here. It nmight actually help en-
sure that they stay around. But | don't want them follow ng us."

"Can you broadcast sound?" Bandi cut asked.

S Cali |ooked at himin puzzlenment. "If we need to, of course.™
"Coul d we broadcast an announcenent? Tell them that Harding

is on his way back up, and they should please wait for hin®"

"Can you speak Astari?" Antares asked softly.

He focused inward.

"/Pretty well, | think."/

"Of course | can," he said.

"As long as they don't conme after us," S Cali said, his hand on

t he maneuvering control

"But you can get away fromthem right?"

S Cali conceded the point, and switched on the outside comm

Bandi cut | eaned close to the mke. He thought a nmoment, and spoke
slowy and clearly. "Hear this/Hear this/ W are the Neri, the

sea- peopl e. W& have an Astari named Harding in our care. He is

com ng back up fromthe deep--slowy, to deconpress. W wish to
return him Please wait for us to contact you again."

He repeated the nessage, twice--then listened for a reply. No

answer cane. S Cali kept a watch on the screen; the |ander blip continued
descending toward the weck. "It mght have paused while

you were talking," he said. "But | can't be sure."” S Cali touched the
controls and got the sub back underway again, steering a zigzag
course away fromthe weck. After a few m nutes, there was no sign

of pursuit. "Let's go take a | ook at those solar arrays," he said.

The sol ar collectors were a good di stance fromthe sal vage site, al nost
directly above the Neri city. Once the seafioor began to fal

off rapidly, S Cali began ascending and then nade a steady course

at a depth of fifty or so neters. The water was clear and deep bl ue,
and Bandi cut realized that they must be getting close to the point
where he and his friends had fallen into the sea in the star-spanner
bubbl e.

"It's a lucky thing we didn't hit this array of yours when we

| anded, " he nur nmur ed.
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"You nearly did," said the Neri. "That was one of the reasons

we went out after you in the first place.”

Bandi cut gl anced at Antares, detecting amusenent. He was star-

tled to realize that for the first time since they had plummeted into
the depths, he could really see the gold flane that hal oed the pupils
of her eyes. What a difference sunlight nmade, even sunlight atten-
uated by over a hundred feet of water! Her eyes were quite strik-

ing now, set off by a mouth that was expressive in unhuman ways,

and franed by her flow ng auburn hair.

"We're picking up a ship overhead," S Cali said, tapping the

sonar. He reduced power again, and watched thoughtfully. Bandi -

cut waited in silence, wondering what this was going to nmean. "It's

a

small one. It seens to be moving away fromthe direction of the

arrays, "

S Cali said. "The question is, did it pass over them and if

did
wi |
don
don
hop

di d

t he

of

so,
it detect them™
"What
| you do if they do find the arrays?" Antares asked.
"l
"t know," S Cali admitted, his eyes follow ng the display.
"l
"t know what we can do about it."
"Except
e that you aren't at war," Antares murnmnured
S Cali
n't answer, but changed his course, and slowy in-
creased
power again. He set a new heading to approach the arrays
from
a wide sweep to the side
O
screen, they watched as the | ander ship slowy noved
out
range.
Cali,"

"g
Ant
In

ares said, pointing up, "are those the collectors?"

answer, the Neri raised the sub's nose and began his ascent. There

wer
ove

e glimrers of silver visible now-the surface dancing high
rhead--and across the expanse, w de patches of darker shadow.



"Those are the arrays," he said. "They're floating just bel ow the

surface. "

n W]y

so irregular in shape?" Bandi cut asked.

"I've

been told," said S Cali, "that it nmakes themless likely to be noticed

from above, by making them |l ook |ike vast arrays of floating
weeds. "

/ Ah, /

Bandi cut thought. /Sargasso. It's just |like the Sargasso Sea./

W rararay|

/ Look

for it under "Atlantic Ocean," on Earth. It's a large, calmarea
wher e enornmous cl unps of seaweed float just bel ow the surface.

A big habitat for sea critters, | believe./
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"/ Ah. There."/

The quarx had | ocated an immage froma nature holo seen a | ong

ti me ago.

/That's it,/he murrured, pleased that he still had the nmenory,

and pl eased that Char was able to find things in the library of his
m nd.

The cl oser they got to the surface, the nore noticeable was the

drop in air pressure. The last ten nmeters produced the greatest
proportional change. Antares had sone trouble equalizing her respiratory
sinuses, but true to promi se, the normalization and
transl at or-stones together kept them from suffering from bends.

It was like | ooking up through a stained-glass window, all in

shades of blue and silver, with just the odd hint of yellow gold. They
crui sed beneath the translucent solar panels, and S Cali noted pl aces
in need of repair. He steered around the | ong cables that stretched
down into the endl ess gloomfromthe arrays, leading to the seafl oor
and ultimately to the Neri settlenments. The cables not only anchored
the arrays, but also carried the power.

"Don't you lose a lot of sunlight, having them bel ow t he surface

i ke that?" asked Bandicut.

"I suppose we do sacrifice light to the water," said S Cali. "That's
why they're so large. But having them subsurface protects themfrom
wave action--and of course, from being seen.”

When the survey was finished, S Cali steered toward a snall

habi t at bubbl e flanking one of the larger arrays. "If you've no objection
| believe we'll dock here for the night. It's one of the service
habitats," he said. As they ascended, the water continued to

bri ghten around them It was Caribbean blue, dazzling to the eyes
and heartbreakingly beautiful

Once they were docked and secure, Antares and Bandicut foll owed

S Cali out through the airlock into the habitat. The Neri's first
action, once outside, was to plug a power line into the sub. \Were
better to recharge? Bandicut thought. Right at the source.

Ant ares | ooked around, sniffing the nusty air. There was no

hangar pool, just a docking port for the sub's airlock. The habit at
was nmostly transparent, and spartanly furnished. "This is where the
mai nt enance crews stay?" she asked.

"That's right. In earlier tines, they used to make observations of
the surface fromhere. And even--" S Cali hesitated, struggling for
the right words. Even in Neri, he was uncertain howto say it. "The
hol es in the night sky?"
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"Astronomy?" Bandicut cried in delight. "They studied the stars
in the sky?"

"Yes. That's it." S Cali stretched the webs between his fingers.
"I know little of it, myself."

"But how did they see the stars?" Bandi cut asked.
The Neri gestured overhead. "There is a place, a hatch. The top

section of the habitat can be adjusted to breach the surface."
Ant ares' eyes shone gol den. "Can you--can we go--?"

The Neri's mouth opened in something like a smle. "Wuld you
like to taste the air of our world? Follow ne."



BENEATH THE OCEAN SKY

| BANDI CUT' S HEART NEARLY stopped as he stepped out under
a vast, blue and white-streaked sky. He squinted, shading

his eyes against the brilliance of the sun. He felt hinself

grinning like a fool. It seened |ike a hundred years since

he had been above water; he felt a tremendous sense of release. A
second | ater he realized that the sun was brilliant only by conparison
with the world under the sea., it was actually at this nonent

hi dden behi nd whorl ed streaks of cloud | ow on the horizon

"/ This is breathtaking./

| have never seen open space before.

Not through your eyes."/

Ant ares stood beside him gazing across the water. He felt her

wonder nent before he saw t he expression on her face: the w dening

of her eyes, the irises a thin golden ring around the bl ack

pupils. She gasped | ong, slow breaths as she took in the view "I

had not known," she said at last, "just how closed in | felt. Not unti
| saw this." She pushed her hair back from her tenples, peering
around.

He nurnmured agreenment. It was a featurel ess sea, nearly calm

except for slowy undul ating, peaceful -1ooki ng waves--w th not hi ng

in sight except the sea, the sky, and the gently rocking platform
that surrounded the exit hatch of the still nobstly submerged habitat.
He stepped out to the edge of the platformand peered over the tow bunper that
protected the edge. They were about a neter

above the water's surface. Several Neri |adders were spaced around
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the edge; if they fell off, they'd be able to get back up. Peering
down into the water, he could see the shadowy presence of the

solar arrays contrasting with the blue of the clear depths. It didn't
| ook that nuch |ike sargasso, he thought, but maybe it wouldn't be

conspi cuous fromthe air. O maybe the | anders didn't possess air-

craft.

"The arrays nove up and down, as needed," said S Cali, from

the hatch. "In high seas, or if the sensors detect something in the
area, the array will drop to a deeper level. But it does take time to
respond. "

Bandi cut turned, and had to | ook twice to spot S Cali. The Neri's

head was just visible belowthe |ip of the hatch. "Are you com ng

out ?" Bandi cut asked.

"I... don't know if there's any need. Unless you require assis-

t ance .

Struck by the tentativeness in S Cali's voice, Bandicut noved
closer. "No, that's all right." Antares put a hand on his arm and he
| ooked at her and felt a strong sense of, Don't. He peered at her
guestioni ngly.

"/l think she means,

| eave poor S' Cali alone."/

/Why "poor" S' Cali?/

"/ A blind man could see it.

He's afraid of the open space."/

Bandi cut blinked, suddenly understanding. O course. S Cal

lived under the sea, spent his whole life there. On an extraordinarily
cl ear day he could see naybe a hundred neters. It nust be terrifying
to himto be under the openness of the sky. It was not the

sea or the waves that frightened him it was the sky.

"W're fine," Antares said softly toward the hatch. "Wy don't

you go on with whatever you need to do. W'll conme down if we

need anythi ng."

"Cood," said S Cali, with obvious relief. He vani shed bel ow

Bandi cut | ooked at Antares. "He nust feel the way Li-Jared feels
undervater."

Ant ares hmmned assent. "I w sh we could bring Li-Jared up to



see the surface. It would do himgood, | think." She reflected for a
noment. "And we nust renenber to thank S Cali."
" Eh?"
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"For bringing us here. Ch, he has his inspections to do--and

yes, we're keeping an eye out for |ander ships. But | have a feeling
he brought us here as much for our benefit as his." She fell silent,
and they stood awhile, soaking up the feel of the open sea. Suddenly
she wal ked over to the hatch and called down, "S Cali, is there
anything in this water that would hurt us if we swamin it?"

Bandi cut couldn't hear the answer, but Antares returned a nonent

| ater and said, "He says it should be safe. The pikarta don't

usually cone to the surface. | think I'd like to go for a swm"

She peered down into the water. "Wuld it disturb you if | disrobed?"
He tried not to swallow his tongue. "Uh--no, | guess not."

"/Distu rb? "/

/ Shut up./

"WIl you swmw th ne?" Antares asked, renoving her slipper-Ilike
shoes. Before he could answer, she had done sonething to her

pantsuit, and it opened down the front. She turned slightly as she
shrugged it off over her shoul ders, stepped out of it, folded it
neatly, and stood nude in front of him At last he could see the ways
in which she was |ike, and unlike, a human femal e. She indeed had
four breasts--small and round, with what | ooked like |argish nipples
slightly above the center of each. Her body was covered wth

a fine, silky hair, and sonething that |ooked |ike pubic fur started
as a point between her |ower two breasts, w dened and thickened

over her stonmach, and thinned again as it narrowed to anot her point
bet ween her legs. Her arns and | egs were very hunmanli ke, except

that the curves of her muscles were just different enough to be noticeable.
Bandi cut said nothing; he was busy trying not to stare. He began

to funble with the closure on his junpsuit.

"Bandie, | didn't nean--1 don't want to nake you feel--"

"No, no--it's fine. Yes, of course I'll join you." He opened the

front of his junpsuit.

"It's all right if you look at ne. |I'mcurious about you, too."

"Ckay," he murrmured as he stepped out of his own cl ot hes.

He stood sel f-consciously before her, thinking, It didn't feel like this

when | gave Ik a | ook at the human form
"/No, this is certainly very--"/
/Yes, it is./
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Ant ares cocked her head, gazing at him "You're not so different
froma Thespi. So that nust be your--what an interesting place

for it. How do you--never mnd, you can tell me later."

Bandi cut bl ushed. "Shall we swi n?" he said, turning toward the

wat er .

"Yes, let's."

Ant ares stood beside himat the edge. "After you," he said--and

wat ched with admiring interest as she stretched and dove gracefully
into the clear water. He followed suit--grunting as the water
smacked his unprotected groin--and shivered in the cool ness, then
sighed with pleasure as he surfaced and swamw th brisk, strong
strokes through the water

Ant ares surfaced nearby, her wet hair pulling back from her

head. Her lips parted in a Thespi smle, and her stones flickered in
her throat, and Bandi cut grinned at her. They swam back and forth
for a while, then in circles around the platform Finally, by silent
agreement, they returned to the | adder, where they hung in the

water for a few mnutes, savoring the relaxation. "It'|l|l be getting dark
soon," Antares said. She began to clinb up the | adder. He floated
backward with | azy strokes, watching with interest as she energed,
wat er running off her back. He waited until she was standi ng back

on the platform then swam back and clinbed out hinself.

They stood shivering in the cool air. Wthout towels, it seened
smart to dry in the air first, then dress. The sun was very low in the
sky, half hidden by clouds. But overhead, and to the east, the sky
was clearing. Antares' skin glistened with seawater; her nipples
seened | arger and nore prom nent as her breasts contracted with

the cold. He could see now that the pubic fur over her stomach covered
a depression about where a human's belly button woul d be.
"/Interesting."/

/ To you?/

"/And to you."/

He said nothing. He was starting to feel dry, and apparently so

was Ant ares, because she picked up her clothes and began to put

them on. After they were both dressed, they stood together, gazing
out over the water.

"Tell me what you're thinking, John," she said after a mnute.

"M?" And he thought, Not on your life. Not yet. He cleared his
throat. "Thinking... in what sense?"
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She gazed earnestly at him "In any sense. Bandie, so nmuch has
happened so qui ckly--and we've been thrown this way and that--and
I've hardly had a chance to get to know ny new friends. People
|'ve come to care about very much, but don't really know. | don't
mean just the Neri. | nean you."

He let out his breath softly, nodding.

"/ How exactly does she nean this?"/

/1 don't know. |I'm not sure she knows herself. She's trying to
sort things out./

"/ Li ke you."/

/ Yeah. Like me./

"ohn?" Antares uttered a | ow hissing sound: |aughter, or maybe

a chuckle. "You seemed to go away there, br a mnute."

"Ah. Sorry. My idiot face." "Uuhhhl ?"

He chuckl ed ruefully. "It happens when |I'mtalking to Charlie

and | forget to keep up my outer appearance. | wish | didn't do
that."

Ant ares gazed out over the enpty sea, then back at him ' John,
you asked me once if | wanted to join stones, so that we could know

each other better. | think | would like to do that, if you still want tQ"
He felt something funny in the pit of his stomach, and then a
smle taking over his lips. "I think," he said quietly, "that getting to

know each ot her better would be a very good idea."

It was cool in the salt sea air, and there was no place very corn~
fortable to sit, but neither of themwanted to | eave the open air.

Ant ares went bel ow and found a coupl e of cushions, and they sat

together with their backs to the hatch, facing the water. The chil

and the physical disconfort were pushed out of his mnd by a sudden
spangl e of color--sunset over the sea, orange and crinson

peeki ng through the clouds, then a flash of green before it all faded

to twilight. Overhead, a handful of stars were already pricking the

sky. Bandicut felt his heart race at the sight of stars, and he wondered
where in that sky his sun was, the sun of Earth.

Ant ares' hand touched his. Her lips were parted in a querying

smile.

nenever you re ready,"'

he mur nmur ed.
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Ant ares opened the collar of her suit to expose the two stones
glimering white and deep ruby in her throat. "Bring our stones
together? Is that what we do?"

He nodded and raised his hands, and she took themin hers and

held themclose to her throat. It was awkward, and they shifted

around a little, trying to get confortable. Finally he rested the edges
of his hands on her shoul ders, and she gently pulled his wists close
to her throat.

He could feel the stones beginning to join already, the aura of
her personality welling up to brush against his--and in the back
of his mnd, but not too far back, the quarx watching the contact
with extreme interest. And then the world seened to recede around
them and he was aware of a current flowi ng fromhis stones

to hers and back again, and her thoughts stretching out to neet
hi s

John Bandi cut, human of Earth and Triton..
Ant ares. .
Yes. Autumm Aurora (Red Sun) Al exandrovens, Thespi third-female..

This is not alien to you, this...joining. Is it like what you do on
Thespi Prine?

Li ke, but dferent. There we joined with enotions only. But you
and I... we can share thoughts and nenories..

And even as she spoke in the silence of the stones, he began to
feel her thoughts and nenories |apping against his.., and he knew
she was already learning fromhis menories ... of life on Triton
and on Earth, of Julie, of his conpanion-for-life, the quarx..

And in turn he felt the nmenories of Thespi Prine opening to

him Thespi Prinme. A place of very great beauty, a harsh beauty. A

pl ace of mountains and rugged forests in the regi on where she |ived,
and a harsh people in certain ways, a people of difficult and peril ous
custonms. The images canme quickly: her training as a third-femal e,

a station in which she was skilled, joining others together

in empathic contact. But it was a life ill-suited to her, a life of confines
and restrictions, and tenmpered desires. He felt in a dizzying

rush her time of succumnbing to forbidden | ove, under laws in which

she stood responsible but her lover did not; and he felt how cl ose

she had come to leaving that world through the gateway of death,

i nposed by the law. But then the stones cane into her life--he

could not quite glinpse how it happened, a vision of a beam of
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light flashing into her prison cell, glittering and swirling, dizzying
her.., and transporting her fromthis world to another.., through
transitional spaces, along a churning light directed by unseen hands.

And if she didn't understand it, either, she cane in tine to know

that she had passed through a different kind of gateway, the star-spanner
to Shi pworl d.

It was |like a wal k through a garden of images, this sharing; nore
open, nore inclusive and intimate than the sharing with Ik had

been. And it was not just Antares and John; he felt the quarx joining,
as well--and caught glinpses of Charlie's previous lives that

Bandi cut had never seen before, worlds and peoples |ost now in

deep tinme..

And all the while, the stones humred like living things, absorbing
and exchangi ng knowl edge and | anguage, and he was

dizzily aware that they woul d never now go back to the isolation
that had divided them before. He knew now, they all knew ., al
three of them so nuch nore..

*

The night sky was full of stars over their heads as the joining slipped
away. The first sound Bandicut heard was the | apping of water

agai nst the Neri habitat. The second sound was Antares' indrawn

breath, and quiet sigh. She still held his wists to her throat. "You

John Bandicut," she whi spered, "are a very interesting.., nman."
Her eyes gleanmed in the dark like starlight on gold.

He hal f-smled. And since his hands were practically cradling her
head anyway, he gently slipped his fingers into her hair and cradl ed
her face in his hands, and he liked the feel of that, and sensed
that she did, too. After a nonment, he |eaned forward and ki ssed

her on the forehead. She sighed again, and he felt her curiosity and
liking, and a certain puzzlenment about what he was doing, and a
certain unusual lack of... caution

Very gently, he raised her chin, and brushed her lips with his,

and held the kiss for a nonment. He felt a shiver, a thrill; and al so
uncertainty, a reflex to shake the touch away because it was an alien
touch. "M®" he nurmured, thinking, why do | feel that way? And

then he realized that it was not his feeling, it was hers. But her eyes
caught and held his as he gazed into her face, and her hands

pressed his agai nst her cheeks.

And then he felt a shadow appear, slipping between them an
old barrier of caution and fear. Thespi third-females do not do this,
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he thought. Especially they do not do this with aliens, non-Thespi

O perhaps it was not so much the alienness of himas sinply the

doi ng.., of something forbidden

"John Bandicut," she whispered fiercely,

you, ny friend." And with those words,

"I am pl eased to know

she brought his hands away

fromher face, and held themclasped in hers, and then rel eased

them And the npbment was over.

He sighed softly,

st rai ni ng physica

to bury himself in her

trying to hide his jangled enotions, and the

arousa

hair,

in his groin,

"/1 am confused.

It is powerful,

"John Bandi cut, |

| cannot--" uuhhhl

feel it,

so power f ul

it is a fine

"--1 must--but--" And

stopped trying to find words to expl ain,

hands again and | owered her gaze.

He swal | oned and nur nur ed,

and the unreasoning desire

in her body..

"/
feeling, do not try to hide
hi ssing softly, Antares

and finally touched his

"It's okay, yes. It's all right." And

even though it wasn't exactly all right,

wanted to feel those feelings,

had not quite fully materialized,

They sl ept bel ow,

Ant ares and Bandi cut

was aware of S Ca

times during the night.
he needed to keep checki ng on things,

| anders were about.

*

he wanted it to be so, he

and he wanted this nonent, which

to |l ast forever.

all three in the one main living conpartment,

lying close but not quite touching. Bandicut

i getting up and noving quietly about severa

Apparently he felt too uneasy to sleep, or
per haps to make sure no

Sone tine past the middle of the night--rea

it.

felt



ni ght, not the perpetual gl oom of the deep--Bandi cut awoke, aware

of a pale light shining down through the ceiling of the habitat,

t hrough the surface of the water. He lay awhile, still half asleep, puz-
zling over the light. Wen he realized what it was, his eyes popped
wi de open, and he slipped quietly fromhis blankets and crept up

the | adder to stand on deck.

It was not just one noon, but two, silver-grey, over the sea. They
were smaller than Earth's noon, but heartstoppingly beautiful

crown jewels in the night sky, the higher one about three-quarters
full and the other a delicate crescent not far above the horizon. He
stared at them entranced, listening to the sea | apping at the habi -
tat. A splash distracted him then several nore: fish junping

sparkling like foil in the moonlight. He smled, and gazed up at the



THE | NFI NI TE SEA * 283’

stars salted across the sky. No patterns were recognizable to him

no hint of famliar constellations. Not that he had expected any. The
great mlky river of the galactic disk, edge-on, crossed the western
part of the sky. It was inmpossible to be sure, but he thought it | ooked
| arger here than it had on Earth.

Was he closer to the galactic center? He didn't know, and it certainly
made no practical difference; but the sight, charged by the reverberations
of his joining with Antares, made him practically weep

wi th honesi ckness. And at the sane tinme, he felt a vast exhilaration

in being here anong the stars, first human to journey fromthe sol ar
system gal actic wanderer, tossed on the tides of chaos and swept

by the whim of forces he didn't know and coul dn't under st and.

Friend to wonderful aliens. He wasn't sure that he would give it up

even if he could. But a heartbeat later, his thoughts wandered to

Julie Stone, and he began to feel a very different kind of ache..
Julie, Julie .

H s vision blurred, and his thoughts turned into a hopel ess jum bl e-and
when Antares appeared at his side, he nearly junped. He

felt her instant concern: "John Bandicut, are you all right?" She
crouched cl ose and he murmured back, "Yes yes, fine," and gestured

an invitation to sit.

She joined him |ooking at the noon and the stars, and he

began to feel better. She turned a little away fromhim but |eaned

agai nst his shoulder in a conradely fashion. They were nostly

silent. He found hinmsel f aware of what she was feeling--warnth

and | oneliness and uncertainty--even while caught up in his own

feelings. Eventually Antares went bel ow again, touching his hand

in farewell, and he remained a little longer, shivering in the sea air

but reluctant to give up his first night under the stars since their arrival
on this world.

When he went bel ow again and shivered into his blanket, both
Antares and S Cali were sound asl eep.

The norni ng dawned grey and chilly. He could sense it even bel ow
the surface. Wien he went topside, he found Antares scanning the

sky and the sea, which had considerably nore chop to it than | ast

ni ght. She greeted himsoberly. "S Cali got a message that there may
be an Astari ship headed this direction, so we need to keep a sharp
wat ch. He wants to take us down soon."
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Bandi cut nodded glumy. He gazed at the fast-nmoving, |ow stratus
clouds that were turning the world grey, and thought, Pl ease,

just one nore good | ook at the sun before we go back under

S Cali called fromthe hatch, "W nust depart. L'Kell's sub is al nost
to the sal vage area. They were able to deconpress nore

qui ckly than they expected. They want us to nmeet them™

Bandi cut turned for one |ast |ook. He was rewarded by the sight

of the clouds streani ng apart and breaking nmonentarily to revea

one small section of sunlit sky, with a broad sunbeam sl anti ng down
over the ocean. He nurnured a silent thanks, and foll owed Antares
down the | adder.

S Cali was busy di sconnecting the power lines to the sub and
straightening up the habitat. They gave hima hand, and watched

as he worked the habitat controls. A sheet of fine bubbles billowed
away fromthe sides of the habitat, and after a mnute they began

to sink. Looking up, they could see the surface slowy receding, unti
t he overhead hatch was perhaps twenty nmeters bel ow the surface.

Then they boarded the sub

As they fell away into the depths, the solar arrays seemed to drift
upward |i ke a vast, unfurled parachute floating on the w nd. Soon
they were nmoving at a steady cruise, with neither bottom nor surface
in sight, just continuous blue water. S Cali steered by some conbi nation
of instinct and Neri instrumentation. Bandicut thought of

the potential confrontation that awaited, and took confort in

Ant ares' presence, though not without a tingle of w stful ness.

"/You will, in tine,

explain these con fused feelings to ne,

won 'l you? "/

The quarx spoke with an earnestness that surprised him Wthout
sayi ng anything nore in words, she showed hi m her own confusion

at the intensity of the enotions that she had shared with him

not just as an observer but as one who had personally touched
Antares. She too felt a deepening bond with the Thespi woman, but

was bew | dered, caught up in Bandicut's feelings of sexual attraction
And in truth, it was not just the attraction to Antares that had
stirred Char's enotions, but the rem nder of her aloneness in the

uni verse. Al of themhere were cut off fromtheir own worlds, probably
forever, but Char alone believed that her people were proba-
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bly extinct but for her. Even Ik, rescued fromhis homeworld's
destruction, had reason to think that sone of his fell ow Hraachee' ans
had al so been transported--sonewhere, sonehow -to Shi pworl d.

But the quarx, or at |east her predecessors, had been quite convinced
of her/his/its existential aloneness. It had been a part of her

life for mllions of years now And this new cl oseness w th Bandi - cut
and Antares had put it into bold relief.

/ Yah, / Bandi cut said silently. /Look, as far as my own feelings

are concerned, | don't knowif | can explain. |I'mnot sure/understand
it. But you have mny perm ssion to poke around the subconsci ous

and see what you find./

"/But. ..

you want her. Physically.

Don't you?"/

/velt, 1--/

"/Your nerve endings were positively aflane.

Especially down in your--"/

/ Yes, okay, | wanted her. At that noment, for sure. Right now,

I--it's nore confused./

"/You' re not sure?"/

/Well, | do and | don't./
W Aararay|
He sighed. /Look, guys aren't so great at getting all introspective

about this stuff./

"/ That sounds |ike an excuse,

if you don't mind ny saying so."/

/Huh?/Hi s face stung./As a matter of fact, | do m nd. Look, people
don't like being rejected, okay?/

"/But she didn 'l reject you/

She just... . she said those feelings were good.

But it wash 'l the gbt-- "/

/ Yeah, sure. That's one way of |ooking at it, and it's very rationa
and so on. But I'"'mjust telling you what | maybe fee/, which is
different fromlogic./

"/You' re nad.

You're nmad at her, aren't you?"/

Bandi cut felt a flush in his face. Hs eyes were closed./l'"mnot mad. |I'm
iust--/He couldn't believe this--couldn't believe what

he was feeling. Was the quarx tapping into all of his repressed
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enotions? /Look, I'mnot sure this is such a good |ine of ques-

tioning./

"/1"msorry.
You said it was okay to poke around.

| guess |
shoul dn't--"/

/No, it's okay. It is. But--well, there are sone things that nost

guys woul d just as soon | eave under waps./

"/That's really weird

But if it's a... guy thing... ?"/

/ Yeah. Don't worry about it. | mean, it's all right for you to
| ook,
and ask./
"/ Ckay. "/
, 3
/ kay. / Bandi cut drew a deep breath and slowy let it out. He
opened his eyes and stared at the blue haze flying toward them as
they sped through the water. Gradually, he shifted his gaze over to
steal a glance at Antares. She was peering off to the side, scanning
il
the view. She seenmed unaware of his inner discussion. Her hair was
|’}.

| oose and sonmewhat tangled over her shoul ders. She snelled pine-
like, with a hint of nusk, which he guessed was what Thesp
worren snelled |i ke when they hadn't had a fresh norning shower
inawhhile. He didn't want to think what aromas he night be giv-
ing off.

Ri ght now, he thought, he didn't honestly want that kind of



t hi nk

agai n.

right.

contact with her, anyway. Make love with an alien? She was at-
tractive, yes, but only in certain ways of |ooking at her. It wasn't
as if...

Li ke hell. He wanted her, all right.

"/Well, | should
So.

You' ve got an erection
Il/

/Mokin" fokin' .../ He shifted position, and quit | ooking at
Antares, his rush of desire dispersed Iike a cloud of snoke./Char,
that sort of thing just happens sonmetimes. You can't--1 mean, it's
not as if---/

"/ Yeah, nmokin' A
"/

/On, shut up, will you?/he said, this time with

feeling.

"/1'm

Startl ed, Char answered,

sorry. Really.
| really hope it happensforyou, soneday."/

And then she did shut up. And Bandi cut rode in

sil ence, won-
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dering if he was just inmagining the soft enpathic Thespi voice acknow edgi ng
his jangled feelings, and soothing him saying it was

okay ... and he focused every fiber of his conscious will on listening

to the drone of the sub through the water.



Ll - JARED, CROUCHED beside Harding at the small side view

}

port, felt a rush of excitenment as he watched the other Neri
sub materialize out of the msty distance. It had been a

torment, being cooped up in the submarine, feeling cut

off fromthe rest of the world. But the growi ng natural |ight outside
the sub had hel ped to soothe his nerves, and now seeing the ves-

sel carrying his friends was enough to nake himrejoice.

He' d been thinking about his long tal ks with Harding during the

trip, hearing about the Astari people, how they had carved an ex-

i stence fromthe coast of an alien sea, and spread inland but always
with a need to renmain close to the sea that had clained their star-
ship. Something in the Astari people had al ways wanted one day

to find a way to return to that starship, to reclai msonething of what
was theirs. Not so nuch their equipnent, Harding thought, as their
sense of heritage. Many of the Astari still felt thenselves to be ex-
iles on this planet, stranded by a queer tw st of destiny. They be-
lieved they would return one day to the stars--either as a people,

or individually, in death. It was not too different fromthe way many
Karellians viewed life: as a great endless cycle tied invisibly to the
great coils of energy that surrounded and entw ned their world.

Li -Jared had a lot in common with this being, besides their

stones. He wi shed they coul d have spent nore tine tal king. But

Harding still tired easily, and had to share his tine talking in the
cockpit with L'Kell, who was at |east as full of questions as Li-Jared.
One thing that was clear, though, was that the Astari were no sim
pl er or nore predictable a people than any others Li-Jared had

known. Hardi ng guessed that some mi ght wel come his efforts at
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di pl omacy, while others would oppose it. And Hardi ng coul dn't

even be sure at what |evel decisions would be made about their
proposal s; they night be made by the expediti on commander, or

by the ruling conmittees ashore.

Hardi ng stirred, rubbing his houndlike nose as he crouched behi nd

L' Kell and his copilot Jontil, and watched the sub carrying

Bandi cut and Antares cone al ongside. "One step closer," he hissed,

pl eased. He had been wheezing sone for the last hour or so--and

for that matter, so had Li-Jared--but they both generally seenmed to
have weat hered the ascent in good health. The Neri had done their
best to provide snooth deconpression, but with the constant

change in pressure, humidity, and gas mixture, it was not surprising
that they felt a little shaky.

L' Kell called back, "We'll be in sight of the sal vage site soon
Have you deci ded how you want to nake your approach?"

"I think," said Harding, "that we should just broadcast ny voice,
and then see what happens. They mi ght not recognize ny voice
t hrough the water, but surely we'll get their attention.”

"Cetting their attention," L' Kell said wyly, "was not what | was
worried about."

"Then | guess we'll have to trust that they won't want to risk

killing me, and will hold off with the heavy bursters." He paused,

and in the silence, it seened to Li-Jared that L'Kell was trying to decide
just how serious the | ander was being. Finally Harding continued,

"They woul dn't expect you to go right up and say hello. If

we actually do that, | think they'll take notice--and will want to

see what you intend. And then perhaps.., well, we'll see.”

Li -Jared renmi ned silent, though the whol e business worried

him This was their show, he was only here to help, if he could,
through the affinity of his stones with Harding's. At the nonent,
that seenmed a very tenuous role.

It was not |ong before they cane within sight of the sunken starship.
Li -Jared and Hardi ng peered out the left porthole, angling to

try to get a good | ook at the weck. As the sub swung into a right
turn, Li-Jared caught his first clear view The wecked vessel was
huge and ungainly, and yet at the sanme time he could see much of

its original smooth lines, now broken in places by the crash. Here,
in the fog of the undersea world, the starship | ooked as though it
woul d be perfectly at hone in the far vaster sea of space, probing
star streans and nebul as.
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"Astari in sight," L'Kell said. "Harding, can you cone forward?"

As Jontil and Hardi ng exchanged places in the cockpit, L' Kell al-
tered course again, cutting off nost of Li-Jared' s view of the ship--
but not before he glinpsed a group of tiny, dark figures floating
above the wreck. His two hearts stuttered and nonmentarily went

out of synch. "Say the right words,"” he whispered softly, speaking
to Harding, to hinself, to the stones.

"Qutsi de speakers are on," said L' Kell. "Speak into the conm
whenever you're ready."

For a nonent, Harding nerely cocked his head to peer out the

viewport at the shipweck and his fellows. The sub's headlights were

on, announci ng their approach. Finally Hardi ng spoke. 'ttention/

This is Harding, in one of the vessels now approaching. | am un-

harmed. | bring inportant information. The anphi bs--the Neri--

wi sh a conference. If you can hear ne, flash a light."

There was a long silence, but no answer. Harding and L' Kell con-
ferred. L'Kell turned up the anplification, and Hardi ng spoke agai n,
wi t h exaggerated sl owness, his voice ringing through the hull from
the external speakers. "TH S I S HARDI NG -"

He repeated the nessage twi ce, before L'Kell said, "Over there--

a flashing light. Coming this way."

"Good," said Harding. He spoke into the conm again. "The

Neri have no weapons. They wi sh to approach, and invite you to
escort us."

A moment | ater, Li-Jared saw sonet hing speed past the side

viewport. It was an Astari, riding some kind of propulsion unit that

streamed a white cloud of bubbles. It was wearing breathing gear



and in that brief glinpse | ooked about as alien as anyone Li-Jared
had ever seen. He supposed that was what Hardi ng nust have

| ooked like in his diving suit.

Har di ng was maki ng gestures through the forward w ndow, and
appeared satisfied with the reception. But Li-Jared couldn't help
noticing, as several other |anders sped past, that they all seened to
be carryi ng weapons. He thought of nmentioning it to L' Kell, but sup-
posed that the Neri had probably noticed it hinself. Soon they were
al ongsi de the starship, surrounded by Astari. Li-Jared wondered
where the Neri were who had stayed in the weck. Probably still in
hi di ng. There was a good deal of chatter on the comm and it

sounded as if they were tal king about going to the su.r[ace to neet.

Li -Jared was excited at the prospect of open air, and sun; but at
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the sane tinme, he knew enough to be terrified--as much for Harding
as for hinself. They had managed well, so far. But the deadliest
deconpression canme last. In the final ten neters, the pressure

woul d drop by half. If they had problens, that's where it woul d happen
He didn't want to have cone all this way with Harding, only

to see himdie just before reaching his world again.

He felt a tickle in his chest.

*1't can be done. But go slow. Warn them*

He blinked, hearts pounding. /Ckay,/ he murnmured. And he

| eaned foward to tell them Because how would it | ook, he thought
with a twinge of irony, to bring back an Astari guest and kill him
right before the eyes of his people?

*

John Bandi cut had sinilar thoughts about Harding' s safety. True,

he and Antares had gone to the surface without incident. But they and their
stones were better prepared. Antares was |ooking at him

and clearly picking up his sense of unease. "lI'msure they'll be
okay," he nuttered, leaning to get a better | ook

They were ascendi ng now past the top of the sunken starship.

He noticed that the Astari acconpanying them were gradual ly dropping
away, to be replaced by others com ng down from above. They

were ascending faster than the Astari coul d deconpress. He spoke

into the coomto L'Kell. "Is Harding doing all right?"

Hardi ng hinsel f answered. "I amwell, so far."

S Cali seened to read his thoughts. He blinked his w de eyes,

and said, "W will ascend very slowy the rest of the way. Plenty

of time yet before we reach surface."

Bandi cut sat back and tried to rel ax.

It did indeed seemto take forever

Bandi cut wasn't sure, but he thought he saw sone flashes of
light conming frombel ow. |magination? he wondered. A trick of sunlight,
pl ayi ng off deeper | ayers of water? He glanced at Antares and
S Cali. "I sawit, too," Antares said

S Cali | ooked sharply at both of them

/We'd better not plan on lingering too |long at the surface,/
Bandi cut nuttered to the quarx.

Char agreed.

"That thing down there

is what we really need to talk to, isn't it?"/

/ You have any idea how? Assum ng there's sonething down

t here capabl e of comuni cati ng?/
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"/ Not really.

But you get me in range, and I'Il fi'nd a way."/

/Getting in range. That could be the hard part, couldn't it?/

Bandi cut stared out the viewport, not really expecting an answer.

*

As they neared the surface, two Astari ships becane visible as shadowy
shapes overhead. S' Cali and L'Kell steered to one side, to

breach the surface at a safe distance. In the final nonents, the subs
burst through the waves with a sudden rush, and began bobbi ng

as sunlight streamed in through the viewports, which were now hal f

out of the water.

A minute | ater Bandicut heard a thunping noi se overhead.

He glinpsed a pair of suited, flippered Astari clinbing froma

smal | | aunch onto the deck of the Neri sub. They were attaching

l'i nes.

"What are we supposed to do now?" S' Cali rmnuttered.

"I expect they'll tow us al ongside one of their ships,"” Bandi cut

said. "ls that okay?" S Cali didn't answer, but he | ooked extrenely
ill at ease. Bandi cut wondered whi ch was worse for him-being at

the nercy of the Astari, or bobbing around on the surface of the

sea. Soon half a dozen of the Astari were in the water, adjusting
various |ines--which drooped off across the water toward a surface
ship, just visible over the waves. There was a jerk, and the sub

began slewing fromside to side as the lines were w nched in,

drawi ng themtoward the Astari ship.

It was a bunpy, seasick-nmaking ride through the waves, and by

the tine they thunped up against the side of the Astari ship, Bandi-cut
couldn't wait to get out of the sub and into the fresh air. S Cal

went first, to open the top hatch. After a nonment's hesitation, he
clinmbed out. Bandi cut went next, followed by Antares.

The first thing Bandicut saw, shining down through the hatch

was the sun. The second was the silhouette of two Astari heads | eani ng
over the top of the conning tower, peering down at him He

kept clinbing, and they backed out of his way and allowed himto

step onto the deck. He squinted in the light. On the starboard side

of the sub, the hull of the Astari ship rose like a cliff face. L'Kell's
sub was noored behind them A head appeared in the hatch there.

It was Harding.

Bandi cut waved and started to call out, but his voice was



THE | NFI NI TE SEA * 293

drowned out by half a dozen or nore Astari voices shouting to Harding.
Bandi cut gave up trying, turned to give Antares a hand getting

out, then reached for a snaky |adder that was dangling down onto

the deck of the sub.

*

From a | ook around the deck, Bandicut concluded that the Astari

had a fair amount of industrial capability. The ship's hull was steel

t he deck wood, and while he couldn't tell precisely howit was powered,
he coul d snell hydrocarbons and steam and saw a thin

stream of snoke coming froma stack. It was not high tech, but inpressive
for a people who had crashl anded and been forced to carve

out an exi stence on a new worl d. Probably they had brought sone

machi nery out of their starship--maybe that's how they'd assenbl ed
their diving gear--and Hardi ng had acknow edged that they'd

t aken some abandoned Neri machi nery. But they certainly mnust

have manufactured nuch of their own equi prent. He woul d have

liked a chance to see nore of it.

Al'l those who had cone in the subs were now on the mi ddeck

area, under the watch of half a dozen arnmed Astari. Hardi ng was
surrounded by a group of his fellows, who were questioning him

with a conbination of solicitous concern and zeal. Li-Jared stood
near by, but was slowy being pushed farther and farther away from
his friend. The Astari had shown sone curiosity about the Neri and
the assortment of otherworldly creatures, but they seened far nore
interested in what their own had to say--as if they could trust only
his answers, and maybe not even his.

Bandi cut watched the Astari in silence, trying to gauge their reaction
to Harding. It was |like watching a gathering of tall, tailless

foxes tal king urgently--and yet not like that at all. They were alien
and having so many gat hered toget her sonmehow nade t hem seem

even nmore alien. Their eyes, with those concentric circles for irises,
were hypnotic and frightening. Bandi cut could understand fragnments

of their conversation--though much went by too fast for his

stones to pick up.

"--took you how deep? - - how
did you--? --those things

in your

neck- - ?"

And Hardi ng

was answering, or trying to. "Yes, they helped nme -.

yes, a prisoner at first.., but later, it was different--"
And

the others nurnured, interrupting Harding and each ot her.
about the anphibs? .... --and who are these others--?"

'--learn
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"--peopl e who hel ped ne--" he struggled to explain "--gave

nme stones to understand--"

"Under st and what - - ?"

"Everythi ng--they hel ped nme to survive."

"Then who--" "--what--" "--these creatures--?" Pointing at

Bandi cut, Antares, Li-Jared.

"Not fromthis world--listen to me!" he gasped, trying to silence

his fellow Astari |ong enough to explain. He waved his arnms, as if
that m ght make them keep quiet.

But the questions came faster than his answers, and he was

falling behind the pace of his fellows. It |ooked to Bandicut as if

Har di ng was having some trouble getting his breath. Was there no

one in charge here? He wondered when the Astari would turn their

barrage of questions on himor Li-Jared or Antares--or even the

Neri. It would be a relief, if they would let up on Hardi ng. But they

seened to be showing a growi ng wari ness of their returned fell ow
"/ Theyprobably think he's' been contam nated
by his visit with the amphibs, "/
Char murmured. She had been quiet throughout, but he could fee
her concern that the reception of Harding was not at all what they
had hoped for.
"/1t woul d have been better
if the stones had stayed hidden."/
/1 think you're right./
Two and three at a time, the | anders stepped close to peer at
the stones glittering in the sides of Harding s neck. Then they
crowded up to peer at the simlar stones in L'Kell's head, and Bandi -

cut's wists, and Antares' throat. Wien the first | anders | ooked sus-



piciously at Li-Jared, he shrugged with a flick of his fingers and
tapped his chest, then yanked the front of his suit open enough to
show that he had them too. "I think you' d better explain these
stones," Li-Jared said to Harding.

"OfF course. I'mtrying," Harding gasped. "You must understand,"

he snapped to his fellows, finally getting a noment of silence, "that
these stones are what |et us speak with each other. It is how !l un-
derstand what they say, and how they understand what we are say-
ing.'' He gestured toward Li-Jared and Bandi cut, and sone of the
Astari pulled back a little, clearly startled by this statenent.

One of them pointed to Bandi cut. "You--understand--ny

wor ds?"
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When Bandi cut spoke, his words reverberated in the Astari

tongue: "Wen you speak slowy, yes. | hope that we can understand
each other. And that we can tell you.., there is no need for

this fighting to continue." The Astari's eyes seened to grow w de,
and he took a step backward in surprise, and said something to the
others, too quickly for Bandicut to follow "No need for fighting,"'
Bandi cut repeated. "Do you understand ny words?"

"Your words?" the l|ander said, |ooking back at him "W hear
them yes. But why should we believe then?"

"Because they're true," Bandi cut whispered urgently. "You nust
speak with the Neri and understand, you can work together."

"W will speak to the anphibians--after Harding has told us
what he has | earned." The |lander turned from Bandi cut in what
seened a deliberate gesture of dism ssal

Bandi cut said nothing nore, and stood watching as the seeningly
random exam nati on of Hardi ng continued. There was a tall

darkly dressed Astari observing froma shaded spot under the

ship's superstructure. Who was that? Bandi cut wondered. It seened

to himthat the |l ander was standing with a self-assurance that suggested
authority, and yet he had nade no nove to step in. Maybe

this was how Astari |eadership worked: let the group snarl and

snap in apparent aimessness until a consensus energed. After

wat ching the Neri in their pacing discussions, that would not be

too hard to believe. He glanced around for the Neri. S Cali and Jon-ti
wer e keeping as far under an awni ng sunshade as the Astari

woul d permt, perhaps to stay out of the crowd of |anders, perhaps

to bl ock the enornobus sky fromtheir sight. L' Kell, however,

had gradually noved toward the railing at the edge of the deck

Two of the Astari guards were keeping an eye on him but it was

uncl ear what he was doing. Getting ready to junmp back into the

sea?

It took Bandicut a few nmonents to realize the answer. He

began to edge that way hinmself, until he was cl ose enough to the
railing to angle a glance over the side. The sunlight flashing off
the wave caps nmade it hard to tell. But he thought he knew what

L' Kel | had been | ooking for. Now he saw L' Kell peering at himw th
t hose enornmous, sober eyes. "Eruption com ng?" he mnurmnured

softly.

L' Kel | nodded, just once, before the Astari crew nenbers herded
t hem back into the gathering.
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*

Li -Jared was worried about Harding. He was | ooking unconfortabl e,

and not just fromthe intense questioning. Finally the Karellian

squeezed his way forward through the crowmd. "Excuse--" bwang "--excuse ne. My
| speak with him please? Thank you." The | anders

gave way with seem ng annoyance, but no one actually stopped

hi m from approachi ng his friend.

Har di ng was sayi ng, "They have--told me much--and shown

me the dangers--" He stopped and gul ped air.

"Hardi ng!" Li-Jared demanded, stepping directly in front of his

friend. "Are you all right?"

"Uh--?" The Astari |ooked confused. Too confused.

Li -Jared gl anced around for his fellows and saw that he was the

only one close enough even to be aware of the problem "Harding,

did we deconpress you too fast?"

The Astari's eyes seemto spin for just a nmonent. He seened

caught in mid-thought, and unable to restart. The nuttering around

themfell to silence.

"Are you in pain?" Li-Jared asked. "Are you having trouble

breat hi ng--or thinking clearly?" Inwardly, he screanmed, /Wat's happening to
hin? Is he all right? Tell ne sonething"

A silent voice answered: *Please touch him if you can.* Li-Jared reached out
a bl ack-fingered hand and touched Harding's

chest. Several of the Astari crew nuttered, closing in. Li-Jared

felt a tingle of contact.

Hardi ng seened finally to conmprehend Li-Jared' s question. "I am
not.., sure," he said huskily, blinking his concentric-circle eyes. "I
do not feel pain. But I--ny thinking does not seem-it feels

blurred. | feel blurred.”

"Blurred," Li-Jared whispered, resisting as one of the landers tried
to push himaway fromhis friend. Blurred, as in oxygen deprivation?
As in bubbles in the tissues, blocking circul ation?

*Deconpr essi on sickness. The daught er-stones cannot nanage

al one. He needs help.*

Hel p? Dear mighty stars above. Li-Jared ignored the Astari who

were | ooking at himw th suspicion, and wheel ed around to shout,
"John Bandi cut, cone quickly!"

He heard an uproar of nurmnuring--and spun back to see Harding
wobbling on his feet, ready to collapse. "Mist work--danger--together--"
Har di ng wheezed.

"\What danger?" nuttered a | ander



THE | NFI NI TE SEA * 297
"I't's the deconpression, John Bandicut! The bends!" Li-Jared
shout ed.

"Must work with them-the Neri--" Hardi ng gasped. And then
he fell face forward to the deck.



DECI SI ON PO NTS

BANDI CUT FOUGHT HI S way through the knot of Astari. He

reached Li-Jared first. The Karellian was swinging his arms [to shake off the
| anders who were trying to pull him back

from Harding. Two of the Astari crew were crouched near

Hardi ng, turning himover onto his back. Harding hissed; he was
consci ous, but just barely. One of his crewrates poked at the

stones that were flickering frantically in his neck

"Can you help hinP" Li-Jared cried, |ooking up at Bandicut.

"What happened? | thought he was all right!"

"I thought so too! The stones nmust have been hol di ng hi mtogether!’
The | anders hi ssed suspiciously as Li-Jared waved toward

t he daughter-stones in Harding's neck. "But they couldn't keep it

up. He needs hel p!"

"/ Can you nake contact--quickly?"/

Bandi cut slipped between a pair of Astari and knelt close to
Har di ng, who was blinking his eyes in a daze. Bandi cut reached

out a hand to touch him to nake the contact that Char needed--and
felt a sudden, sharp, pincer-grip on his left shoul der, dragging
himaway. "ONDamm it, wait/l'mtrying to help him" Bandi cut
struggled to pull free. He was tottering backward now, about to |ose
hi s bal ance, when another claw i ke hand grabbed his right wist,,
and soneone jabbed at his stones, with a loud mutter. As he was
pul l ed fromthe wheezing Harding, he shouted, "If you can speak--Harding--tel
themto let ne--"

"Yesss--yessss--you nussst--" gasped Harding, struggling to

rise. He couldn't, quite, and no one noved to help him
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"What--" called a | oud, hollow voice "
friend?"

Bandi cut turned his head, trying to see who had spoken. It was
soneone behind him There--it was the Astari he had noticed earlier
in the darker clothing, noving through the knot of people. Was

this in fact the |eader?

"We're trying to help him" Bandicut shouted. "He deconpressed

too fast!"

"Deconpression," hissed another |ander, "does not give our

peopl e--" ssss "--demonic fits--"

Dermoni ¢c? Bandi cut wasn't sure of the translators' rendering,

but - -

"/ R was cl ose enough

They think something is wong with you

and wi th Hardi ng com ng back bean' ng stones.

Deroni cal |y wrong. "/

/But that's--/

"/Crazy, yes. But they don't know that."/

Bandi cut | ooked up, trying desperately to think of what he

could say to convince themof his intentions. Harding was stil
struggling to sit up. "I might be able to heal him" Bandicut insisted.
"I'f you'll let nme try."

The dark-dressed Astari spoke again as the crowd parted to |et

hi m t hrough. "Wat could you do that his own peopl e cannot ?"

Bandi cut squinted, trying to neet the Astari's gaze. "Heal him
with the help of the stones. W hel ped hi mbefore, when the pressure
bel ow was killing him WIIl you at least let us try?"

"You hel ped himby giving himthe eyes of a demon?" nuttered

one of the other Astari.

Bandi cut shifted his gaze, trying to find the speaker. "No! Pl ease
let me explain, while there's still--" But the voices rose in a clanor
to overwhel m him Bandicut |ooked at his friends in alarm He
guessed from Antares' face that she was concentrating on the crowd,
trying to offer cal ming enotions, and failing.

Har di ng was coughi ng now. Fl ecks of purplish foam appeared

at the corners of his mouth. His eyes |ooked as if they were going
in and out of focus, and he was raspily trying to say sonething.
"L-I-lissssten... t-to..." He wheezed and sank back

"He will die if nothing is done!" Bandi cut snapped. "Do you want

to kill hinf Because if--"

--have you done to our
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He was interrupted by a sudden shuddering in the deck under

him One of the landers lost his balance and fell. Those standing

near the railing began to shout. "Explosions in the water!" "A quake!"
"They're threatening us with their stones!”

/ Damm. Not now! / Bandi cut managed to stunble toward the railing.

There were Astari in the way, but he maneuvered past themto

see the flashes beneath the surface of the water, |ike heat |ightning
in an upsi de-down sky. Dear God, he thought. Is this it? The big
eruption?

The cl osest Astari confronted himangrily. "Wy are you doing
this?" "Do you control it?" "Do the anphi bi ans?"

Bandi cut hesitated. If the |anders became convinced that the sea-
peopl e controll ed these eruptions, the mssion was already |ost.
"--stealing parts of our ship to make this happen?”

"No. No./Listen to ne! Look at what's happening out there! It
cones fromthe bottom of the ocean, fromthe abyss! None of us

can control that--not you, not the Neri, not any of us!" Bandi cut
waved his hands at L'Kell. "But his people m ght have a way to try
to stop it!" He swng and pointed to Harding, helpless on the deck

"And he risked his life, to try to tell you to help the Ner/--for your sake as

well as theirs!”

The deck lurched, and the | anders began to shout, "Help then®"

"Why should we hel p then"

A husky voice cried, barely audible through the clanor, "You--nust--!"
It was Hardi ng, gasping.

Bandi cut and Li-Jared, al nbst as one, broke through the crowd

and knelt beside him Hi s stones were flickering weakly. Bandi cut
reached out to touch him

"/That's it. Hold on if you can."/

He felt Harding's presence. He felt pain. The struggle for breath.
Failing of strength. Darkening of hope. Stones hel pless to recom press
t he gas bubbles, Bandicut's stones trying to |l end strength..

He was wenched away with a grip that sent a blaze of pain

t hrough hi s shoul der.

"/ Dam""

"Don't be fools!" he gasped. "Harding--try to hold on!" He

wi shed for a frantic instant that his stones would turn himinto a
terrifying alien vision, as they had once before--or send out bolts

of energy--but he knew that they didn't dare; their mssion was to

end conflict, not prompote it. Even if at the cost of his friend s life.
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He becane aware of L'Kell calling, "Wuld it help, John Bandi-cut,
if we took him back down to depth?"

He tried to think. "It mght." If they took Hardi ng back down to
the Neri city, they might reconpress the bubbles; he might recover
there.

"No!" shouted a |l ander. "You took himonce already! If he dies
here, that's his right--"

"He came back here to help you!" Antares cried out. "Don't you
under stand? Don't you want to understand?"

Hearing Antares' voice crack with enotion, her words falteringly
translated into Astari, Bandicut suddenly knew that they had | ost.
But he was stunned when one of the Astari shouted, "You want to

t ake him back? We'll help you take your denpon eyes back!" Wile

two | anders held Bandicut in a vice grip, two others picked Hardi ng
up like a sack of feed and carried himwith a few swift strides

to the railing. Wth a single glance back, they flung himout over
the water.

"NO " Bandicut bellowed. He tore free fromthe | anders hol ding
himand ran to the side of the ship. Leaning out, he saw Hard-

i ng bobbi ng unconscious in the waves twenty or thirty feet bel ow.
"Who told you to do that?" shouted the Astari | eader
"Let the anphi bi ans have hi m back!" someone answer ed.

The cry was joined by others, and while the | anders were shouting
at each other, Harding slipped beneath the waves.

Bandi cut acted w thout thinking, only dimMy aware of L'Kel

doi ng the sane. He clinbed up, then junped fromthe railing--L"Kel
airborne at his side--and crashed into the sea with a trenendous

i mpact, and sank with a rush of bubbles. H's shoul der bl azed

with pain as he kicked back to the surface, then treaded water, | ooking
around for Harding. He gasped, choking as a wave hit himin

the face; he caught half a breath and went under again, peering
around in the alien salt sea, the water stinging his eyes. He caught
sight of L'Kell struggling beneath the waves--the inmpact fromthe
junp had hurt him too--but L' Kell had a hand on a shadowy form

He had Harding, and was straining to bring himback up

Bandi cut ki cked forward, |ungs burning. Together, they broke

the surface with Hardi ng. Bandi cut gasped for air, fighting to get
Hardi ng' s head above water. L'Kell pushed up from bel ow, and

Bandi cut kicked with all his strength. Sonmething hit himin the head,
stunning him It took a couple of breaths to realize what it was--
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aline, thrown fromthe ship. He caught it in his right hand, and got
his left armaround Harding and pulled himinto a cross-chest carry.
Then something else hit the water, a |og-shaped float, and he managed
to get that under his arm L'Kell broke the surface, | ooked

around, and dove back under to continue supporting them from
beneat h.

Soon there were Astari in the water, assisting, and the three of

t hem were being pulled back to the ship.

*

Bandi cut coughed, shivering, and bent over the still form of Harding.
They were once nore surrounded by | anders, but this tinme at

a nore respectful distance. Bandicut's hand was on the Astari's
chest, and Charl ene was reaching out, searching.., but there was

no life left in his friend, except sone residual energy in the
daught er - st ones.

Even they seermed to have shut down.

"/1"msorry, John, truly sorry.

He29r obably di ed when he hit the water."/

/ He knew he was going to die. | think he knewit, when we

made that |ast contact./Wth a sigh of exhaustion, Bandicut rocked
back fromthe body of his friend. Such a short time together, but
still a friend. Sharer of stones.

* W grieve.*

He was startled to hear the voice of the stones, but after that,
they were silent. He | ooked up at L'Kell, who had shaken hi nsel f

up pretty badly in the junp into the water. And Li-Jared, crouching
in bew | derment and grief, Li-Jared whose daughter-stones were

Hardi ng's now, and who so obviously coul d not conprehend what

had driven Harding's own people to kill him "I'"msorry, Li-Jared,"
Bandi cut whi spered, touching the Karellian's arm

Li -Jared | ooked startled by the touch. H's eyes pul sed; the

el ectric-blue, horizontal slit of his pupils w dened for a nonent,

then contracted again. "So--" bwong "--nokin' stupid. So nokin'
fokin' stupid."”

"Yes," Bandi cut said. He gazed at Harding's still face and wondered,
was there still life in those stones? Some of Harding's life, or

at | east his know edge?

"/ Maybe. Maybe.

| would say that it's Li-Jared' s nove."/

Li -Jared seenmed to have the sane thought. He reached out a

wiry, black-fingered hand and al nost touched the Iightless stones
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in the dead Astari's neck. A nost. Wether it was out of concern

for what the landers might think, or what their taboos about death

m ght be, Bandicut couldn't tell. But Li-Jared stopped with his fingers
poi sed a few centineters above the dark stones.

"You... risked your lives trying to save this one."

Bandi cut turned to face the Astari | eader. "Yes,'
n W]y?ll

he said sinmply.

Bandi cut straightened painfully, and rose to his feet. "Because
he was our friend. And--because he was trying to bring an im

portant message to you."
"What message?"

Bandi cut suddenly felt weary to the depths of his bones. If they
hadn't gotten the point yet... He cast a glance out over the water,
and noted that the flashing fromthe Maw had subsi ded somewhat .

"He was trying to nmake peace. Between your people and the Neri."
Bandi cut nodded in the direction of L' Kell, and S Cali and Jontil,
crouching close to L'Kell. "But your people didn't want to hear it,
| guess."

"Neri," repeated the Astari. "Anphibs, we call them W have
known about them-a little, anyway. But your kind we have never
seen before. Wio are you? And your friends?"

"W are not," Bandicut said, "fromyour world." He drew a
breath. "I am John Bandi cut, human of a world called Earth." He
i ntroduced the others. By the tine he was finished, he seened to
have caught the Astari |eader's interest.

"And still you risked your life to save this one, Harding."
"I told you why."

"Yes. But you have not told us what you were planning to offer

us, or ask of us. And what these stones have to do with it." The

| eader spoke as though it was now irrelevant to himhow the other
Astari had reacted to the stones. Having watched their passion and
anger play itself out, would he now nmake a rational decision on
their behal t?.

"I will answer all of your questions if | can. But first, may | ask--how
shall | address you? Are you the | eader of this ... ship?"
"You may call me Morado. | amthe--" krrrll "--commander

of the sal vage operation."

"Morado, " Bandicut said. "Well, then." He rubbed his wist,
t hi nking. "The stones allow those of us who are not of this world



304 * JEFFREY A. CARVER *

to survive in a place that is alien to us. And they allow us to talk to
you. They are tools of negotiation."

"Yes? Negotiation?" Mrado angled his head slightly. "And if |

t hought they were denon eyes, and ordered my people to take

t hem out of your body and destroy then®?"

Bandi cut stared at himfor a nmonent. "I would not recomend

that," he said dryly.

Morado sai d not hing, but gestured to two of the Astari nearby.

One of them grabbed Bandicut's left wist; the other drew a bl ade
nearly as long as Bandicut's forearm Bandicut grunted, and tried
to pull his armaway. The Astari's grip tightened. The knife-point
gl eaned as it poked at his wist near the black stone.

"/Brace yourself."/

A pul se of light shot fromthe stone, and with a whunp, a force-field
flared out nmonmentarily, hurling both |anders back into the

crowmd. The concussion made Bandicut's ears ring. A snell of ozone
lingered in the air.

Morado wat ched in stunned silence.

Bandi cut stared coldly at the two Astari who had assaulted him
then turned slowy to Mirado. "As | was saying," he began. He
paused, seeing a novenent out of the corner of his eye.

Li -Jared bent to scoop up two narble-sized balls of Iight, which
were suddenly floating above Harding's body. "Here," Li-Jared said.
"Perhaps you would like to inspect them" He handed themto

Mor ado.

The Astari |eader's eyes seened to contract w th suspicion, but

he took the stones fromlLi-Jared. He held themcarefully in what
served for a pal mof his hand, where they shrank slightly and
glowed like illum nated gens. "How do they change |ike that?" he
rasped.

Bandi cut and Li-Jared | ooked at each other. "W don't really

know, " Bandicut said finally. "W did not make them and we don't
whol Iy control them But they don't control us, either." He gl anced
down at Harding's body, with a pang of sadness. "They tried to save
his life, right to the end." Bandi cut sighed heavily, and felt a touch
on his arm

It was Antares, who stepped forward to Morado. "My | say
somet hi ng?" Her words were translated nore clearly this time, perhaps
because she was cal ner.

Morado's ringed irises seemed to contract and expand for a noment
as he studied her. He | ooked |Iike a cartooni sh nightmare of
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a fox, gazing at his prey. But Antares remai ned unfearful. "Wre you
also a friend of Harding?' Mrado said finally.

"I did not know himas these two knew hi m-through the connection
of the stones," Antares replied, "but | spoke with him and
listened to him and yes, he was ny friend. | know how uncertain
you are of those stones that you hold. Uncertain whether to trust
themor fear them™

Morado' s head tipped slightly back, and his Iips parted slightly.
"And you wish to tell me to trust then?" he asked, raising the stones
to eye | evel.

"No," said Antares, which seemed to startle hima little. "I w sh

to tell you that they are a very great treasure, and that Li-Jared' s gift
of themto Harding was a very great gift. And whether or not you

trust them you would be wise to respect them"

Morado gl anced at Bandi cut - - per haps t hinki ng of the denonstration
his stones had put on--then back at Harding' s stones. But

bef ore he could answer Antares, there was another flash of light in
the sea off the starboard side of the ship--then a runmble, vibrating
t hrough the deck. Morado's hands cl osed over the stones as he
shouted, "Crew, to your stations! Secure for high seas! Communications,
contact port and warn of possible--" hssssk "--crash-waves!

Deck nmonitors, take this crewran's body bel ow " He

wat ched for a nonent, then gestured to Antares and Bandi cut and
Li-Jared to step closer. Wen L' Kell joined them he stared at the
Neri for a nmonent, but did not ask himto | eave. "What do the stones
have to do with this?" he demanded.

Bandi cut raised his voice to be heard over the noise of the crew
"Not hi ng!" He raised his hands hel plessly, and finally gestured toward
t he undersea fl ashes. "Myrado, we know t hese quakes and

di sruptions threaten your people on the coast. But they al so threaten
the Neri, even nore. There is a thing down there that is causing it.
But we hope, and Hardi ng hoped, that a way can be found to stop

it. That's why he risked his life hurrying to the surface!" Bandi cut
pointed to the stones that Mrado held. "Those stones, and ours,

m ght be able to help. But the Neri also require the help of your
peopl e. They need your cooperation. Mterials. Mchines."

"Materials. Machines," Mrado repeated, his gaze flicking from
one to another. "Can | use these stones to understand what you
speak of f"

"I don't knowif that's for us to say."
for affirmation.

Bandi cut gl anced at Li-Jared
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"W cannot tell the stones whomto serve," Li-Jared said. "They
decide that for thenselves." His eyes dinmmed for a nonent in
t hought. "1 believe that they wish nowto return to ne."

"To you?" Morado said, in a voice that seened to suggest disbelief.

"Yes. | amsorry."

Morado stared at the stones for a nonment. "I do not think--"

he began, and then hesitated and opened his hand to | ook at the
stones again. "l sense that there is--" He thought a nmonment | onger

and finally said, "It is a pity. However, perhaps | will trust Harding
in this, and honor his wi shes. What is it that you want, exactly?" As
he spoke, he held the stones out to Li-Jared. Wen the Karellian
touched them they seened to brighten, flickering; and then a sudden
wave of |ight envel oped Li-Jared' s hands and arms, stream ng

up his chest. For an instant, they all stood watching in amazenent.

The effect quickly subsided--but as Morado rel eased the stones

into the Karellian's hands, the wave of |ight suddenly reversed, and
arced across to Morado's hands. He grunted harshly, but | ooked

even nmore surprised when the two stones flew up and sank gl owi ng
into his neck.

*

Antares felt a flash of confusion, and then understood. The stones

had been waiting to see if Mdrado would willingly give them up

Once he had passed that test, they went willingly to him But the
surprise of the transfer had shaken him she could feel it. She focused,
trying to reach out to the Astari | eader

This was a dangerous nonment. |f Morado felt threatened, he

mght turn on them |If the other Astari thought he was threatened--or
worse, that his integrity was conprom sed--they mght turn on

hi mas they had on Hardi ng. She focused her powers on just one

thing: projecting calm projecting fearl essness. Fearl essness and
calm

She felt the tension in Mrado' s thoughts and enotions as he

struggled to cope with this new force in his body and his mnd. He

had to come quickly to some understandi ng or accommodati on; he

had to deci de whether he was facing friends or foes. She could not

sense his | eaning; she guessed that he was teetering on the edge--infuriated
by the intrusion into his privacy, the privacy of his own

m nd, and at the same tine astonished by the newfound sense of

power and knowl edge, or the possibility of know edge.

Fear| essness, she thought. Calm
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Sonething twinged in the Astari's enotional aura: a determination
bei ng made. A decision. Mrado | ooked at her, |ooked at the

others. "I... see..." he said, forcing his words. "I see. There is..
much need. But you have given this to nme, yes? These stones? They
have so nuch . .. | cannot see it all, but | sense ..." He blinked,

and gave up trying to put it into words.

For a nonent, there was only silence. Then Li-Jared said, "They

are yours. To use, to keep. As long as they thensel ves approve."”

Li -Jared's words, too, seened halting. Antares suddenly realized that
he was also trying to assimlate sonething new The wave of I|ight
that had envel oped him had that been a massive contact between

his stones and the stones that had shared Harding' s thoughts?

The deck shook with a sharper runble from bel ow. Antares

gl anced out over the sea in alarm The greenish |ight deep beneath
the waves was growing in intensity. Wat was the Maw doi ng? \Wat

was happeni ng on the seabed, and in the Neri city?

"W nust get our divers up," Mrado said suddenly, his lips

pul | ed back fromhis teeth in a grimace. "Qur sal vage opera-tion--and .your
peopl e--" he | ooked at L'Kell as he said that

"--may be in danger." He called to an aide. "Find out what's happeni ng
bel oW And get a nessage off to port: Eruption worsening.

Prepare for extrenely high seas.™

"I must contact our people,"” L' Kell said urgently, breaking out

of the group into a sudden pacing wal k. He held up his hands and
spread his webbed fingers for enphasis. "They will alnost certainly
need our help, if this growg worse." He strode to the rail and gazed
out worriedly over the sea, then strode back

Morado gazed at him "I understand,” he said. "You may go

whenever you wish." L' Kell nmade a cl ucki ng sound and waved

S Cali and Jontil toward the subs. "But wait a nonment, please. You
cane to ask our cooperation."

L' Kel | paused, turning his large Neri eyes upon the Astari. "Yes,"
he sai d.

Morado cl osed his eyes, opened them "Ordinarily, | would

have to seek--" haaa "--approval frommy superiors ashore. But
there is notine. I will try to help you, for now at |east. Perhaps

these--" he touched the stones in his neck
for what you wi sh to renove fromour ship.”
Antares felt Bandicut's heart leap a little, and she let her own
breath sigh out in hope.

"But | nust know," Morado continued, "just what it is that you

--may serve as paynent
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need for your effort. The stones have sone understanding, but it is
i nconmplete. It may be possible--if we survive this eruption--to
supply sone of the materials you need without having to destroy
val uabl e machinery to extract them But | nust ask that you consider
the safety of our people in your efforts to naster this thing."

Morado turned to | ook out at the pulsating light in the sea. "But
if you can find a way to subdue this terrible thing, then we m ght
well find a way to work together, your people and mne."



THE REGATHERI NG

xS L' KELL'S SUB descended back through the depths, the

light dwindled and finally faded altogether. Bandi cut and

[[ his conpanions were quiet, but L'Kell was quietest of all.

Per haps he was worrying about S Cali and Jontil, who had

stopped at the salvage site to contact the Neri still inside--this tine
with Astari cooperation. But Bandi cut guessed that L'Kell was nostly
trying to absorb the connection he had nade with Mrado before

their departure. The two had tal ked briefly but intensely, their

stones flickering and flaring, just before the Neri and his conpani ons
had clinbed into the sub

L' Kell muttered sonething that Bandicut didn't quite catch, and

he had to ask the Neri to repeat it. "l said |I'd like for our cities to
rise into the sun again one day," L' Kell said, adjusting the exterior
lights.

"Eh?" sai d Bandi cut.

L' Kel | suddenly | ooked at himas if they were having a casual

| at e- ni ght conversation under one of the big domes. Maybe, with

all that was weighing on him he needed casual conversation. "Parts

of our cities used to rise and fall, you know, on |ong anchor tethers,
nmovi ng much closer to the surface than they do now. Qur people

used to see the sunlight now and again, and weren't so shy of

the surface. W also benefited fromnuch | arger popul ati ons of

fi shes around us."

"Was this in the recent past? Wat happened?”
"No, it was before ny time. Qur people grew wary of the |an-ders-wary

and frightened, | think--even before there was conflict.'
L' Kell | ooked slightly enbarrassed; his eyes shifted back and
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forth fromBandicut to the seascape gliding beneath the sub. "W
began to work harder to hide ourselves, to be unknown to the | anders.
The Astari, | nean. | think we felt nore protected, hunkered

close to the seafioor--and | suppose closer to the factory."
"Even with the factory not working?"

L' Kell did not answer at once. Wen he finally did, he seened

to change the subject. "You know, we Neri are a part of the sea,

and the sea a part of us. Not just in life. Wien we die, our spirits
return to the sea--are rejoined to it, and beconme a part of it forever."

He paused, adjusting the sub's course. "It has seened to ne

that the greater our danger and desperation, the nore we want to

be not just in the sea, but with the sea. In sonme strange way, | think
t he deeper we have nmoved our cities, the nore closely connected

we have felt with our--" Krrrlll. The stones seenmed to have trouble,

and he tried rephrasing. Khhresst. "Wth our God," Bandi cut

heard finally. "Factory or no. This was before the factory had finally
failed, but it doesn't really matter. W m ght be in greater danger
now, with all that threatens us, but we are closer to sonething we
long for and need."” He turned his dark gaze toward Bandicut. "I do

not claimthat any of this is conpletely Iogical."

Bandi cut nodded wi t hout answering. He wasn't about to criticize

the Neri. But it did seema terrible shame that in seeking

safety in the depths, or even some nystical connection, they had

cut thenselves off fromthe world of sunlight. Then again, of

course, if the undersea cities had been detectable by the Astari diving
forces .

The threat of the Maw was bad enough, he supposed.

The runblings from bel ow had subsi ded again, [)ut L' Kell had

been unable to establish contact with the city. In the absence of information
they were trying not to speculate to6 nuch on what that

m ght mean. It was possible that the commfailure was sinply due

to acoustic interference fromthe Maw s nmuttering stomach.

"On your world," L'Kell said, breaking Bandicut's reverie, "where
do your spirits go when you die?"

Bandi cut grunted, taken by surprise. "Well, I--don't really know
I don't know if they go anywhere. There are lots of... beliefs ..
anong ny people. About God, and Heaven, and so on. They vary
pretty w dely."

"Yes? And your own beliefs?"

"Well, 1... never really decided which I thought was right," he
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confessed, suddenly enbarrassed by such indecision, or ignorance.

"/1 have wondered nyself

why you seened so unsure."/

/Why?/ Bandi cut asked in surprise./Do you know t he answer ?/

"/Not in the sense you nean.

| of course believe in

the imortality of the spirit.

But | suspect that holds a somewhat

di fJrent meaning for ne."/

Bandi cut frowned./Yes, | suppose it mght./

"Well," said Li-Jared fromfarther back in the cockpit, "we know
where our spirits go. W see it in the sky every night, at hone."
"Yes?" asked L'Kell.

"We call our world Hone with Green, Beautiful, Perilous Sky--

anong other names. It is not |ike your night sky, L'Kell. It is filled
with highly energetic, nearby stars and gas clouds. It is indeed perilous,
and beautiful ."

Bandi cut | ooked back at him "And?"

"It is the belief of npbst Karellians that our spirits ascend into cer-
tain of the clouds or energy pathways that coil through the sky of
Karellia. Some of those energetic clouds contain extrenely conplex

hol ographi c patterns." Li-Jared nade a soft, thoughtful, gongi ng
sound and added, "The Astari are not too different in their beliefs.

| spoke with Harding on our journey to the surface."

"What did Hardi ng say?" Antares asked. She was hunkered in

t he back of the conmpartnent with Li-Jared.

"Well," said the Karellian, "the Astari know they came here from

the stars. That they are exiles here. Many of themare certain that
their spirits return to the stars at the end of |ife. Harding believed
this, also."

Bandi cut thought of Harding's death, and w shed that they could

have found a way to pay greater respects. But would it have nade

any difference to Harding? Was his spirit now fl oati ng anong the
stars somewhere, exploring the galaxy? O riding the great whee

of existence, waiting to step off on the next plane? O awaiting his
entry through the gates of Heaven?

"/ An interesting question."/

/1nteresting, yes. But | haven't a clue to the answer./

"/O rather, you have many cl ues.
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You just haven't figured out

how to read them "/

/ Maybe that's it./

"They return to the stars as we return to the sea," said L' Kell

and he sonmehow seened satisfied with that notion. He reached to

try the conm agai n.

This time he got an answer, scratchy and indistinct. Bandi cut

couldn't understand a word of it, and neither could L' Kell. But
someone was still down there, transmitting. L' Kell tried again. This
time he got no answer at all

*

They finally got a signal, abruptly clearer, just as the lights of the
undersea city were beginning to appear out of the night-gl oom of

the depths. "... Send Tandu and the other sub to the nursery conplex..
need tool s and patching equipnent..." And then it faded,

just as abruptly, to a hiss.

L' Kell focused intently on his piloting. "That wasn't for us," he
said, but there was satisfaction in his voice. "It was |ocal comunicati ons,
scattered through the water. The sound-carryi ng channel s

nmust be scranbl ed by the turbul ence and aftershocks.™

Soon they were in sight of the outer habitats. They were relieved

to find that the city was still there. Even so, Bandicut was shocked
by the sight of several habitat bubbles partially broken fromtheir
noori ngs--sw nging alarmngly, or jamed up hard agai nst ot her
habitats. L' Kell finally got through on the comm and was asked to
make best speed to the main hangar. No tinme to make a survey

sweep of the damage.

As they surfaced in the hangar pool, Bandicut had the feeling

that they had returned to a city that had just survived a typhoon

*

"No contact at all fromthe factory?" Bandicut asked |k. He | ooked
around at Neri hurrying about on various m ssions of damage control
Their resources were strained, and everyone in the city was

hard at work.

Ik, who had met themat the first |evel above the hangar, rubbed

his chest with his fingertips. "W received a single transm ssion from
Nabeck, saying that there was a |lot of bottominstability. Then the
transm ssion was lost--not cut off sharply, but gradually bl ocked,

per haps by interference."

"That's encouraging, then."
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"Yes. But we also heard fromKallan and El beth that they had

pi cked up signs of crustal novenment close to the factory--which
is not." Wien Bandi cut winced, |k tipped his scul pted blue-white
head. "But they weren't sure enough of their readings to know how
bad it really was."

Ant ares spoke up. "Is there any way to find out, short of going
down t here?"

"I don't think so. Unless they transmt, somehow. "

Bandi cut saw L' Kell returning froma quick trip to report to Aske-landa
"What did he say?" Then Bandi cut saw the Neri behind L'Kell,
and he drew a sharp breath. "Lako, is that you?"

L' Kel | stepped out of the way to let the second Neri nove in

front. "I amfeeling much better now, " said Lako, bowi ng his head
slightly before Bandicut. "I have cone to offer whatever help | can.”
As he raised his head, Bandicut could see some scarring on Lako's
face where the blisters had heal ed. Lako's eyes | ooked clear, and
whil e he seenmed to be noving with some difficulty, it was a mra-

cle that he was nmoving at all. "And to say thank you," Lako added.
"You're wel cone. You're our first success story."

"But not," said Lako, "your l|ast. Wen you have tine, | know
Corono would like you to come visit the ward--to see how many
are recovering. |k has been continuing your work, in your absence.'

"I would love to," Bandicut said.

"Askel anda will want to talk with you first, | think," said L'Kell.

"He was pl eased to hear that we were back. But damage to the city

is barely under control right now, he can't even spare a sub imedi ately
for the factory. But as soon as he can, he'll approve a

scouting and rescue expedition." L'Kell paused, taking note of

Bandi cut's troubl ed expression. "We're all worried, John. Let's just
hope your robots and our people and our subs are okay. W can't

afford to | ose any of them?"

Bandi cut nodded agreement. And from Antares, he sensed, Patience.
Have patience, and faith. And he knew that she was just as
worried as he was.

"John, we just heard fromS Cali," Ik said. "He's on his way back
here, but there are still Neri needing help inside the shi pweck. And
al so injured Astari. | believe that's a place where | mght be of help."

Li -Jared spoke for the first time, bonging softly. "You want to
return to the starship?"
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lk's black eyes gleamed with inner light. "S' Cali is going to go

back with the cargo sub, to | oad whatever materials the Astari can
provide, as well as the remaining injured. | would like to assist him
By the time we return, perhaps you will have your answers about

the factory, and how to make contact with the Maw. And with [ uck

we will have the materials you need." |k cocked his head. "Lako
intends to go, too."

Bandi cut was startl ed.
"To help the Neri and the Astari," said Lako.

Bandi cut saw L'Kell's silent approval, and thought, Lako m ght

make a fine good-w |l anmbassador, as one sorely hurt who now

wi shed to help build bridges. Bandi cut knew it made sense to divide
up their energy and resources; and yet, something rmade him

wi sh that he could keep his conpany together right now He had

a feeling that that could be inportant, in the near future. But he

could hardly object to the plan. "Be careful,"” he said.
"Indeed,"” 1k murmured. "But come. Let's not keep Askel anda
wai ting."

Askel anda listened intently as they described their neeting with
Morado. He seened genui nely saddened to hear of Harding' s death.

But he responded with surprising grace to the agreenent with

Morado: the Astari would help the Neri gather materials needed by

the factory, but the Neri would otherwise refrain fromfurther sal vage
efforts on the ship. "Fair enough, if they are true to their word,"
Askel anda sai d. Apparently some of Harding' s peacemaking efforts

had had their effect on the Neri ahktah

Their di scussion was interrupted at that point by word that a sub
had returned fromthe factory--not the sub carrying Nabeck and

the robots, but the one that had been stationed to assist them The
sub's young pilot, Glleum was brought in to give his report. He
was so nervous and exhausted that he had to repeat hinself severa
ti mes before everyone understood.

" yes, that's right. The | edge over Nabeck's sub just seened
to crunble when the quake hit. | backed away, but Nabeck couldn't.
W were able to stay in voice contact for a while, and he seened
okay. But then when the silt cleared--" G Ileum | ooked around in
appar ent confusi on.

"The sub was just gone?" L'Kell asked. "O buried?"

"Buried, | thought at first. Except that there wasn't really that
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much debris piled up. And a lot of it had"allen away fromthe spot,
not onto it. The only thing we could guess was that Nabeck's sub

had gotten swallowed up by the factory. But that seened crazy."

"But you still had voice contact?" Askel anda repeated.

"Just for a few seconds. It was very scratchy and hard to understand.
He said he was all right, but blind. I thought he said his

lights worked, but he couldn't see anything. Or say what had happened.
But | thought he said, 'There's no seawater outside the sub

There's a yellow fluid." "G Illeumraised his hands in bew | dernment.
Bandi cut | ooked at L'Kell. "Is that possible? Could he have been
taken into the factory itself? You' ve got all of these amazi ng nmenbranes-'
"I have never seen it happen," said L'Kell. "But the factory cer-
tainly had docking ports, and various ways of |oading cargo sub-

mari nes, when it was fi-nctioning."

"But did it take subs right inside?"

L' Kel | | ooked at Askel anda, who said, "Long ago, | believe it did.
But innmy lifetine, it has only allowed subs to dock with it." Aske-Ilanda
spread his finger webs in uncertainty. "It may be that the obliq

has information on this."

"So really we need to go down and see, yes?" Bandi cut | ooked

at L'Kell, thinking of the unspoken part of the question: if Nabeck
and the robots weren't inside the factory, then they nust have been
swept over the ledge and into the abyss.

Askel anda conferred with L' Kell. "The subs are all being

recharged. Wen one is ready, we'll go."

Bandi cut sighed with inpatience, despite his own bone-weariness.
"How | ong can Nabeck last, if he's really trapped in the

factory? Don't your subs extract their air fromthe water?"

"Yes, of course," L'Kell said. "But--oh, | see. If the sub is no

| onger in Water, he'll be on reserve air..."

The el der Neri said, "He's alone, so he can | ast awhile. Mybe

two days, maybe three. But it is no good going before the sub is
ready. Or you are ready. Now, you nust rest while you can. W

will get you when it is tinme.."

Bandi cut tried to sleep, but couldn't get 6ver a feeling of cold and
| oneliness. His friends were all el sewhere, planning their next activities.
Antares and Li-Jared would be going to help Kallan. 1k
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woul d be | eaving shortly with S Cali; the Neri had reported that
many of those still in the sunken ship needed hel p, and soon

Bandi cut tossed and turned under the Neri blankets, even after

Char tried to help himrelax. After a while, Li-Jared came in and sat
in a corner of the room staring silently into the night of the sea.
He seened troubled, and didn't engage Bandi cut in conversation

but his presence was like a stormcloud, silent and brooding. Alittle
|ater, Antares canme in, carrying her blankets fromthe room

where she had sl ept previously. She spoke softly for a nmonent to

Li -Jared, then spread her bl ankets out near Bandicut and |ay down.

He | ooked at her questioningly. "He's thinking about Harding,"
Ant ares nurnured. Bandi cut nodded, and after a minute closed his
eyes, bl anket pulled around his neck.

This time he went to sleep alnost instantly.

*

When he awoke, it was to the sound of urgent conversation. He focused
on the sounds before he opened his eyes. It was Antares and
L'Kell--Antares telling the Neri that she could feel that Bandi cut

needed nore sleep. "lIs it urgent enough to wake hin? | knowit's

i mportant, but will it make any difference if he learns just a little
| ater?"

"'S okay," Bandicut munbled, rolling over. "What is it?"

"Contact fromyour robots!" L'Kell cried, his voice rasping with
exciterment. "A recorded nessage."
"What ? Wher e? How?"

"On the comm Askel anda sent a scout-sub down, and they're
pi cking up transnissions and relaying them Do you want to hear
what -t hey' re sayi ng?"

"What do you think?" Bandicut got to his feet with a groan

Ant ares had been right; he definitely needed nore sleep. He realized
that she felt chagrined for trying to stop L'Kell, and he reached
out to touch her arm "Thank you, really. You were right. But I

woul dn't miss this for anything."

As the three wal ked together to the conmunications room he
asked, "Wiy'd Askel anda send soneone el se?"

L' Kell looked at himas if he'd asked a stupid question. "You
were sleeping quite soundly, nmy friend. As Askel anda poi nted out,
there are many here who are capabl e of undertaking a deep-water
search, and sunmoning you if they found anything." L'Kell paused
as Antares made a sound of a hissing chuckle. "He sent Targus and
two others.”



THE | NFI NI TE SEA * 317

"And have they found the robots and Nabeck?"

L'Kell's breathing slits flared in excitenent. "Not precisely, but
they've located the area. Sonehow the robots are getting their signa
out from bel ow the seafioor. Here's the conmroom" They

crowmded in, and the Neri at the panel nmade the necessary connections
to play the recording. The roomwas filled with a hiss of watery
static.., and then a robot's voice, in halting Neri:

"This is Copernicus. W are unharnmed, and inside the factory

space. Nabeck reports he is well, and finds sufficient oxygen in the
fluid surrounding the subnersible to maintain his breathing needs.

He estimates power will |ast four nore days at his present low rate

of use, with reserve for return. Napoleon is presently in contact with
the factory head, and is attenpting to restart production of nano-assenblers
and self-repair devices. Initial restart should be possible

with materials on hand. However, the previously requested materials
are needed as soon as possible. They need not be refined. Refining

can be acconplished here, once self-repair is underway..."

The Neri operator cut off the playback. "Something newis coning
inonthe relay."

It was a Neri voice. "This is Nabeck. |I hope you can hear ne. |
amwel |, and hopeful that the robots will arrange a way for us to

| eave the factory when they are done. It is very strange in here. W
appear to be inside a large, flexible chanber. Ambient pressure is
normal for this depth. | do not know the nature of the fluid surroundi ng
us, but it is a clear fluid, with occasional swirls of a mlKky

liquid. The robots believe that it is a transport mediumfor the invisible
assenbl ers that make the factory work. | hope it is not harm ng

the hull of the sub."

Nabeck' s voi ce stopped, and Copernicus's came on again, in

English. "W do not know if you are receiving this signal, which

we are broadcasting acoustically through the wall of the factory. If
you can hear us, you may be able to reply by inserting a probe

t hrough the outer menbrane where we originally nade contact. W

will continue to broadcast at intervals, to assist you in locating the
spot. W do not know present conditions outside the factory. During
the | ast seismic disturbance, we noved approximtely ten neters
forward, drawn by a nechanismfrominside the factory. W

have had no further information fromthe outside.

"A special note. The factory head's core progranmm ng contains

nunerous operating limtations. Certain of these mght prevent it

from perform ng nonspecified or abnornmal activities, such as con-
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tacting the nmechani smof the abyss. This core progranmng is isolated
and protected, and cannot be altered by Napoleon. He is stil

exam ning this problem however, it appears that direct interface
with a responsible authority may be required to override the factory
head's limtations. Nabeck is unaware of any Neri trained in direct

i nterface nmethods. However, John Bandicut is so trained. You

may wi sh to consider this question

"If anyone is receiving this nessage, please respond..."

The nessage began again, this tinme in the Neri tongue.

The Neri turned down the volume slightly. "That will probably

repeat several tinmes. Wen the robot pauses, we can transmt back

to Targus in the sub. Wuld you like to send a reply?"

"Tell Targus, 'Message received,' "said L' Kell. "Ask if they've | ocated
the entry point, and if they have attenpted to establish two-way
contact." L' Kell |ooked at Bandi cut and Antares. "Anything you

want to add?"

"Yes," said Bandicut. "As soon as you can get a message through

to the robots, tell them 'Wel| done, be careful, and cone back out
soon. '"

"Aren," said Antares.

L'Kell led themin search of Askelanda. The Neri |eader was in an upper room
pacing in conference with several others. \Wen he

saw L' Kell and his friends, he notioned to themto join in. L'Kel
tol d Askel anda about the nobst recent nmessage from Copernicus.

"You have heard this transmi ssion fromyour robots?" Askel anda

asked Bandi cut .

"Yes."

Askel anda peered at himwith eyes that seenmed dusty wth age,

and yet sharp. "And are you capable of nmking a 'direct connection'
with the factory head, such as your robot spoke of?2."

Bandi cut felt a flashback welling up in him taking himback to
Triton, to the tine when he'd just lost his neurolink ability, to the
time of silence-fugues, to the tine when a new individual in his life,
the quarx, had made it possible to regain those kinds of connections.
He reeled with the nenory, and realized that Char was

wat ching intently, |earning, understanding.

"/ So you can do this, yes?"/

/1 can if you reach out and make the connection. You' re ny neu-rolink
pat hway. /

"/That's no problem "/
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/ And of course, if the factory head' s | anguage is even renotely
conprehensible to ne. I'Il have to count on the stones, and maybe
the robots, to sort that out./

"John?" L'Kell asked.

He blinked. "Yes. Yes, | might be able to nmake that connec-tion-at
least in principle. But--" he hesitated "--how the hell are

you going to put me physically in contact with the thing? Do you
have any i deas about that?"

L' Kel I and Askel anda | ooked at each ot her.

"Don't even think about asking ne to go out in the water at that
depth. It would kill ne."

"I expect it would," Askelanda rasped dryly. "It's not so healthy
for us, either. W can do it, at need, but there are better ways to
die."

Bandi cut shi ver ed.

"Coul d you use a cable connection simlar to the one the robots
used?" asked L' Kel 1.

Bandi cut thought for a monent, then shook his head. "No, we

don't have the interface."

"/ Say, why couldn 'l you--? "/

Bandi cut blinked, suddenly anticipating what the quarx was

about to say./Yes, of course! It mght--/He opened his nouth to
speak, then thought,/But |I don't even know how t he damm t hing

wor ks. Submarines, at |east, | understand./Neverthel ess, he swal | onwed
and said, "Qur star-spanner bubble. | wonder if it mght
serve..."

L' Kel | hissed. "The robots were well protected when we found

them trapped down there in it. But how would that pernit you to

make contact ?"

Bandi cut described the way he and his comnpani ons had been

able to stretch through the star-spanner bubble's nenbrane as

t hough it were a rubber sheet. That had been in water much shal | ower
than the depth of the factory, but perhaps it wasn't depth-dependent.
"/ The stones think it mght work.

It's worth a try, anyway."/

The Neri listened to his description without conment. They were
accustoned to nmenbranes that did things Bandi cut regarded as
m racul ous. Askelanda finally said, "I will ask, then, that you prepare

to try this, when the time cones."
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"When the tine cones?"
"At the monent it seens that your robots are doing all that can
be done. It is best that you wait here until we receive word that the
factory requires your presence.”
"But--" Bandi cut began, thinking how badly he wanted to get
back down there and make contact, and put his hands on his to-
bots. But he knew Askel anda was ri ght.
Askel anda seenmed to sense his thoughts. "John Bandicut, we
have al ready asked nore of you than any stranger--or visitor--should
be asked to give. This m ght be our nost dangerous request yet."
Bandi cut frowned- "I guess we're not strangers anynore, are we?
But it is absolutely necessary that this be done, yes?"
"Ch, yes," said Askelanda. "Wthout the factory--with the Maw
threatening to destroy us, and | suppose the Astari, too--who
knows what woul d becone of us?" Askel anda blinked his great,
dusty eyes and readjusted his stole. "But John Bandicut, | must ask
this: Wiy do these things matter to you? Wiy do you risk your life
for us?" Askel anda cocked his head gazing at him
Bandi cut' s nout h opened, and froze. He struggled to find words.
"I'"ve wondered, too," L'Kell said. "I have been happy to accept
your actions, and your friendship, but--" The Neri's voice faltered,
and his gaze seenmed to furrow i nward, as though he were |istening
to his own stones. Were they starting to give L'Kell hints of their
pur pose? Whuld they be any clearer with himthan Bandi cut's had
been?
Bandi cut let his breath out slowy. "I can't tell you, exactly," he
said at last. "All | can say is, | guess when I find nyself in a situa-
tion when | can do something to help--"
"/O in a situation when you have to hel p--"/
/Yes./He cleared his throat. "I--well, | try to."
"And," said L'Kell, eyes refocusing, "you are put by your stones

in the position of having to do these things, aren't you?"
Bandi cut nodded unconfortably. "But Askel anda--renenmber,

too, | mght be spending the rest of nmy life here under this sea with
you." He swallowed hard. "lI'mnot acting conpletely selflessly.
Even if you weren't nmy friends, |I'd have reason to want your people

to survive

Askel anda gazed at himfor a nmoment w thout speaking. Finally
he cupped his hand-webs in a gesture of approval. "Then you'l
abi de by ny wi shes, and rest here and prepare properly? | do not



THE I NFI NI TE SEA * 321

want to | ose you in vain--by sending you off too soon, or too tired
to do what you have to do.'

Bandi cut drew a breath. "Yes." And he let the breath out, and
wondered how in the world he could stand the wait.

Coperni cus. .. Napol eon..



| NTERLUDE
JULI E STONE

JULI E STONE CHECKED her suit nonitors one last tinme, and

st epped cautiously around the barricades that blocked off

the inner cavern. The ice floor gleaned in her suit headlight.
Ahead of her, the translator squirmed and twi sted in

its own faint radiance. "All systens nornal," she murnmured into her
hel met conm

"Tel emetry | ooks good," said Georgia Patwell. Julie's friend's

voi ce coul d have been coming fromlight-years away, or inches. She
was stationed across the cavern floor, nonitoring renote sensors
and comm ready to send in assistance if necessary. Realistically, of
course, if the translator did anything that would require her to need
hel p, what were any of themgoing to be able to do?

"Mass readings are unchanged," Julie reported. "I feel nothing
unusual . "

"No? Then why the hell is your heart pounding so loud | can

hear it without the comm®"

Julie chuckled. "Just trying to keep you folks interested, is all."
The transl ator was a stark shape against the blue-white frozen
nitrogen walls of the cavern. Its black and iridescent gl obes spun
ceasel essly, like turbulent soap bubbles clustered together in the
shape of a large top, passing through one another in endless notion
t he whol e array bal anced upon a single black gl obe. Julie wondered
if it had ever tipped over, and what would happen if it did.

Why had the translator ignored all efforts at communication by

t he exoarch and technol ogy transfer teans? And why had it resisted
bei ng moved? One nonth and twenty million dollars worth of ruined
equi prent later, Julie Stone had been sent to find out.
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So far it was showi ng no sign of noticing her presence.

"Ckay, Jul'--Kimsays you're cleared to approach the translator."
Ceorgi a's voice was cal mbut dead serious.

Maki ng a conscious effort to breathe slowy and evenly, Julie

stepped closer to the translator, until she could al nost have reached
out and touched the thing. She began to raise a hand but stopped,
fearful. She knew what had happened to all those pieces of equipnent,
nel ted and vaporized. She stood gazing at the transl ator, thinking,
Who are you really, and what are you doi ng here? Then she felt

it tingling at the edges of her nmind. Hello? she thought. Are you there?
* W are here.*

Startled, she cleared her throat, trying to quell a trenble that was
begi nni ng somewhere in the niddl e of her spine, and radiating out-

ward. You are here. Were? In ny head?
*Pl ease focus your thoughts.*

Focus ny thoughts? Julie hesitated, trying to decide what that

meant. Then she recalled a neurolink technique that John had descri bed
to her once, and she frowned, trying to produce the kind

of inward direction of her thoughts that people used in the neuro.

/1s this what you nmean?/she asked silently.
*Better.*

She waited, wondering if the translator would say nore.

Instead, it silently reached into her mnd and began to bl ow her

t houghts around, like a rising autum wind stirring up dry |eaves.
Wthin monents, her nmind was filled with a whirlw nd of activity.
She froze in place, bew |ldered, as the wind grew to a cyclone. She
felt no pain. She teetered, but did not |ose her bal ance, or con-

sci ousness./What are you doi ng?/she whi spered. And it answered:
*Preparing. *

She blinked./Yes ... but preparing what?/
*Preparing to give you.., the tools that you will need.*

And then her consciousness did flicker, just for an instant, as if
she'd nodded of f and caught hersel f. And when she blinked back
fromit, she had the oddest sense that an array of glittering points
of light had danced around her in the ghostly cavern, speaking to
her, and then had vani shed before she could ask them who or what

t hey were.

*

"Jul', are you okay? Talk to me, hon'." Georgia was calling insis-tently-not
in a panicky or distraught way, but over and over so



as to get her attention.
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"Huh? Yeah. Yeah, I'mfine," she murnured, stepping back a little
fromthe translator. Wait a minute--wasn't she supposed to be
approachi ng the thing? Wat had just happened here?

"\What are you doing now, Julie? Tell us what you saw. Did you

hear anything? Talk to nme, Julie, talk to ne."

"Uh, yeah. I... sensed it. | felt its presence. | knowit was aware
of ne." She felt as if she had dozed oft' there for a second. That
seened i nmpossible, with the adrenaline she had rushi ng through

her veins.

"What, exactly, did you sense, Julie? Are you stepping away from
it now? Keep talking. Don't drift out on ne."

"What do you mean?" She shook her head. Sonething was happeni ng
in her mnd; she couldn't quite tell what.

"Your heart rate spiked, then took a big drop for a coupl e of

seconds. Now it's clinbing again. Did you | ose consci ousness?" "I'm...
sure. "

"Well, | think you did. And | think maybe you should come on

out," Ceorgia said, her voice tinged with worry. "And | think you

should tell me everything you renmenber, and everything that even
crosses your nind, before you lose it."
"Ckay. "
"What happened when you first sensed it?"
Julie blinked hard. Looking at the translator she felt that there
was sone kind of inpenetrable barrier between her and it now It
didn't want her to approach
* Take tine for acclimation,* said a voice, soft but deep in her
m nd.
"Ckay," she nurnured, half to the voice and half to Ceorgia.
"It spoke. But it's not as if | understand exactly..."
There was still a voice in her head. She thought she had broken
contact with the translator. John had spoken in his letter of an
alien intelligence that had sonmehow conme to reside with him in
his mnd. Was this one of those?
* W are not the quarx. There is only one quarx, and it lives with
John. *
Lives with John? She blinked, wondering if she had heard that
right. Lives? She shook her head./If you are not a ... quarx, then
who are you? If you are not the translator.../
*
W are the daughter-stones. W are of the translator.*
/ Daught er - st ones?/ She shook her head, peering out through her
suit helmet at all the lights glaring off the translucent cavern walls,

not

Her voice faltered
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glaring in her eyes. Was she imagining all this? She felt a sudden

slight sting, like an electrical tingle, in both of her wists. She raised
her gl oved hands--and her arms, encased in the tough, insulated
fabric of the pressure suit. For an instant, she had the illusion that

she coul d | ook right through her suited arnms and see her bare
wrists--and what she saw, enbedded in each wist, was a pul sing
bead of |ight. Daughter-stones..

The voi ce spoke again, as she drew a frightened breath.

* There is no need to fear us. There is nmuch that we mnust tellyou.*
[ Tell me--2/

"Julie?" called Georgia. "Julie, keep talking, girl. Kim | think
you' d better get in there right away--"

* You nust deci deforyoursel fwhether to trust us. But we have a
journey to take together. And the firstplace we nust travel is to your
homeworld . . .*



THE HARDEST PART

BANDI CUT FOUND THE enforced waiting al nost intol erable.
When Antares asked himif he would like to acconpany

her to Kailan's lab, he readily agreed. He had spent the

better part of two days resting, and didn't know how

much | onger he could stand to do nothing but stare out into the

m sty world of perpetual night. Al of the reports were prom sing,
but no nore than that. The robots reported progress with the factory;
S Cali reported progress at the Astari weck hel ping the sick

there, repairing the damaged sub, and gathering materials for the
factory. They were waiting for sone supplies to arrive on an Astari
surface craft. Everything added up to the fact that they were just
going to have to keep waiting a while |onger

"How s Li-Jared doi ng?" Bandi cut asked Antares, as they rode in
the back of a small sub toward Kailan's habitat.

"He's grieving for Harding," Antares nurmnured, "and worKking
very hard to keep fromthinking about it. He didn't want to return to
our quarters last night. | think he wanted to keep working all night.'

"He is a passionate--" Bandi cut al nbst said man, and instead

sai d, "conpani on."

Ant ares placed a | ong-fingered hand on Bandicut's. "Yes," she
said. "And he's someone who cares deeply about his friends."

Ant ares was gazing at Bandicut with w de-pupiled eyes. "You m ght
not have realized, because you were in such distress--but he gave
hi s daughter-stones to Harding in no small part because he was
afraid for you."

Bandi cut's breath caught. Had he been aware of that? He hadn't
t hought about it nuch; but then, that episode was pretty blurred in
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his mnd. But now he could al nost feel Li-Jared's concern, and fear, and shane

for being afraid--and his hope that perhaps he could

do sonet hi ng.

"/Antares is replaying the enmotions for you

O at least remenbering themvividly."/

He nodded slowy to Antares. "Do you think there's anything

we can do for hin®"

"I think, just staying with himis all we can do. | do not know

his Karellian enotions well enough to do nore than guess.™

Ant ares blinked. "And you--you are worried for your robots,

and maybe for everything that is to conme. Please tell nme if there is
any way | can help you."

Bandi cut caught her hand for a monent in his, and finally smled
grateful ly.

The sub runbl ed, turned, and approached Kailan's habitat.

Bandi cut worked a long day with the others, w thout nmuch suc-cess-trying
to help Kailan uncover useful and relevant information

about the Astari, about the factory, the Maw, anything they

could find. They couldn't find nuch. It was not, Kailan was sure,
that there was nothing there in the Neri records. But what they had
was broken up, lost in a know edge-base whose design was too
confusi ng, and whose instructions and signposts had gotten lost in
t he passage of tine, or with the appearance of the Mw

Li -Jared deternminedly kept at it, in the belief that anything they
m ght find could be useful. That was Kail an's phil osophy, too, and
Bandi cut agreed; it made good sense to try to learn all they coul d.
But he was tiring; he couldn't keep his thoughts on what he was

doi ng.

"/You 'ye been here a long tine.

Do you think maybe you shoul d

take a break?"/

Bandi cut sighed. /Maybe so./ Antares had gone off to take a

wal k a while ago, and Kailan was deep in conversation with Li-Jared.
He rose fromthe consol e where he'd been crouching, stretched,

and wandered out of the chanber.

He ended up in a big |l ounge where the Neri--nmpstly femnal es
here--liked to relax while eating and drinking, or playing with the
young. But it was deserted at this hour; he was startled to realize
how | ong they had been working. Al nost everyone in the habitat

was probably asleep. He wal ked to the wi ndow and peered out into
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the water where lanps illumnated a fish corral, apparently constructed
of partial enclosures of netting, w thout any visible neans

of keeping the fish in. Several small schools of half-clear, half-silver
fish were gathered in the enclosures, despite the fact that they

coul d | eave anyti ne.

"It's somet hing about the currents, | think."

Bandi cut gl anced up, startled, to find Antares standi ng beside
him She pointed to the end of the nearest hal f-cage, where a sl ow
current was carrying suspended debris, including bits of food,

t hrough the encl osure where the fish hovered. "They just seemto
like it there."

Bandi cut nodded silently. Now it was relaxing to be standing

here, | ooking out into the emerald and white world of the artificially
it ocean. Two Neri swimers canme into view, tending the

farm and a solitary sub noved around |like a somolent fish with
headl i ghts, perform ng slow pirouettes in the night as it perforned
what ever nmai ntenance chores it was out there for

"There's a nice little dome roomupstairs, where we can have

some privacy, if you feel like sitting and talking." Antares held up
a basket of fruit. "I just came fromthe storeroom W coul d--how
do you describe it?--have a picnic."

Bandi cut stared at her, astounded by the thought of a picnic at
the bottom of the sea. He began to |augh

"I's this not a good idea?" Antares asked, with a Thespi grin of
uncertainty.

"No, no--1 nean, yes," he said. "It's a wonderful idea. Thank
you." He grinned a human grin, then turned with a gesture and | et
her | ead the way.

It was a small residence room wth a half dome | ooking out.

"This is where | stay, when | don't return to the other habitat. Cone
sit." Antares pulled a large pillowto the center of the room and he
pul | ed another, and they sat with the basket between them passing
out food. There were small, yeasty nuggets that tasted like a bitter
bread, and orange, waxy fruits shaped |i ke pears, and twi sted

dried seaweed. They ate for a while in conpanionabl e silence.

After a time, Antares said, "Do you think we were sent to this
worl d deliberately, to try to help these people? Could soneone on
Shi pwor |l d have known about the Neri's struggle with the Astari, and
the Maw, and the broken factory?"

Bandi cut eyed a nugget of bread-fruit, thinking of the normal -
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ization that nade it possible for himto sit here under--what ?- maybe
twenty-five or thirty atnmospheres of pressure, breathing uncertain
gas m xtures, and eating alien plants that woul d probably

kill himunder other circunstances. "It's hard to see it any other
way," he said. "I guess what | wonder isn't whether they sent us
here deliberately, which I'm sure they did--whoever they are--but
whet her they intend to bring us back again. O wll we be spend-

ing the rest of our lives here on this world, under this ocean?"
"Or maybe up with the Astari," Antares said.

"Or up with the Astari," he agreed. "It's not a bad place. It's quite
beautiful, in many ways. And our friends... L'Kell and Kailan and
the others. But it's not hone, is it?"

She bl ew t hrough puckered lips. "No. It's not home." She
chewed a bread-nugget thoughtfully, then said, "You mss your
hone a lot, don't you? And the ones you loved. | can feel it in you."

He grunted. He had not spent a lot of time consciously grieving
over his past life, and yet, now that she nentioned it, he felt a
renewed pang.

"Yes?" she asked.

He nodded. "I1've hardly had tine to think about it. But yes. Yes,

| do." He gazed at Antares, and allowed hinself a confused snile
suddenl y thi nki ng about Julie Stone--and then, abruptly, about

Ant ares. She was watching himwith great interest. "But there's so

much | don't know about you, "he said. "And your world."
"Such as--?"

"I don't know. \What was it that took you fromyour world, and
brought you to Shipworl d? Was your world saved, the way m ne
was? The way Ik's wasn't? What can you tell ne about your worl d?"
Her lips turned up in a frown that seened like a snmile. "l do

not know what becane of ny world. As far as | know, it was never
i n any danger."

"No danger ?"

"But | was in danger. | was in prison, awaiting execution."

He renenbered the inage fromthe joining of their stones. "The
forbi dden | ove."

Ant ares nodded. Definitely a human gesture, this tine. She had
been studying him

Bandi cut felt a pressure in his throat, as he renenbered the wall
that had fallen between them defining limts in the mdst of their
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joining. "And now you feel as though you cannot know | ove agai n.
O... make love ... to another. Yes?"

For a nonent, she did not speak, though he felt her conflicted

enotions pulling one way and another. She touched his hand, and

he turned it pal mup and held her hand for a dozen heartbeats. And

he knew, as he squeezed her hand, that she knew what he neant

by meki ng | ove. Cl ose enough, anyway. He wondered suddenly

how Thespi fenal es nmade | ove, and what it felt like to them Was

it an enpathic rush of free-flow ng enotion? Was it |ike human coupli ng,
with rising and crescendoi ng physical urges? Was it sex at all?

He thought he had felt inklings of this, when they' d joined stones,

but now he coul d not renenber.

Antares raised his hand and pressed it to her throat, just above
her upper breasts. He felt the stones cone alive, touching hers..

differently, this tine. Al npst disturbingly so. But not just disturbing:
there was a sharpness, and excitenent. As though all the
i mges that before had whirled around them gathering pieces of
their past lives, had been stripped away.., |leaving only the enotions,
and the inner sensations of the body. And then new i mages.
Touching. Gently stroking. Fingers on skin. Stroking. Arnms gliding
toget her, fingertips brushing. Sensations and enptions mngling, before
any physi cal arousal had begun. Then | ater cane the physical
the flickering of fire in the loins. Dance of electricity in the arnms,
al ong the neck. Blossoming into the breasts, sparkling out into the
top nipples first. Then the bottom pair slowy brightening, joining.

Bodies slowy coiling around each other, searching for best fit.

Hands here, there. Arms encl osing. Muths touchi ng shoul ders,

one to the other. Fingers noving through hair. And then bodies

pressing close, skin to skin, nipples to smooth chest. Legs openi ng

and cl osing around each other, bellies rubbing softly. And with an
eruptive sparkle, the tiny probe energing fromhis stomach and enbeddi ng
itself in the soft depression in hers..

And the two minds, two psyches, coiling around each other and
j oi ni ng

j oi ni ng

j oi ni ng who? Antares and

Wio? The forbi dden | over? Ensendor

And then a curious shifting. For a noment a wall of grieving.

Then the grieving dissolved into a different tine, a different place,

and the physical joining faded away. Enotions did not fade, but reforned,
and bodi es reappeared transfornmed, and he was j oi ned,
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moving slowy. Slowy. Deeply penetrating. Prolonging. Entangled
with, joined with Julie, his sensations inside and outside, the heat
of her swallowing him And the shuddering, and eruptive bursts.

And sl ow di ssol ve ..

He blinked, realized Antares' head was cradl ed on his shoul der

her hair falling against his neck. His hand, and wist, slipping alittle
fromthe front of her throat, to the top of her upper breasts. He

sensed her desire, uncertain and confused. He | owered his hand

very slowy, and cupped her upper left breast. Then brushed with

his fingertips. Felt nipple through soft fabric. Felt it grow warmto

the touch.

Thi s was w ong
no

why would it be
not wrong

di fferent

Her hand covered his and held it there. Cradling the warm nip-
ple. Hard. Feeling the spark, the tiniest electric tingle.
And her thought: Yes. There. Just that.

And he cradl ed her shoulder with the other arm her head rocking
slightly on his shoulder, and felt the wave of sorrow at what

was and m ght have been, and fearful pleasure at what m ght be.

And he held her, held her sorrow and pleasure in his arns, felt her
trenbling as it coursed through her..

Finally she raised her eyes, and peered into his, probing, searching
for nmenories. She silently opened the front of her pantsuit and
pressed his hand over her bared breast. Her nipple was hot and

hard under his palm Her hand nmoved al ong his arm Lightly touching
his chest, through the junmpsuit. And then | ower. Lower. She

touched, then tentatively closed her hand over him holding the
bul ge of his erection through the fabric. Hi s breath shuddered out.

Her breath sighed in and out, with excitenent. But al so surprise.
Perplexity. Curiosity. "You re huge, "she whispered. "How can you
be?"

He groaned with pleasure, and despite all of his instincts and
desires, began to | augh.

"Why are you--am | hurting you?" She started to renove her
hand.

"No--no, don't stop--"

"Then--" Eyes large, bright, gold.
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"It's just--" he whispered, barely able to speak
know -exactly the right thing to say?"

She did not answer, but parted her lips in a Thespi smle, and
nmoved her hand very gently, slowy, follow ng the undul ati ng waves
of pleasure. Thinking, or perhaps whispering, show nme, and then
finding the opening in the fabric and releasing himinto the warnth
of her hand and the softness of her belly..

--how did you

"/ That was amazing. .

really amazing.., quite wonderful..."/

He swal | oned, focusing on everything, and nothing. A hundred

t houghts flickered through his mnd, and fled. He breathed slowy
and deeply, letting his eyes cone back into focus on Antares. /I
didn't know you were there./

"/ Ch yes--watching, experiencing.

Joi ni ng.

| hope | didn't interfere."/

/ No. Thank you./

"/You seemvery.., foggy..."/
/ Happy./ He touched Antares' hair.
"/... and yet in a strange way very cl ear

But | sense now, she is beginning to

draw away again."/

He stroked Antares' cheek./You don't have to anal yze, or ex-plain--don't--/
"/ She is holding you, fulfilled,

in acertain way--"/

/ Pl ease. /

"/ And yet she is sad, frightened,

afraid to hold on."/

He caressed her face with his fingertips, then drew her close into
the confort of his neck and shoul der, kissed the top of her head,
her hair. She snelled of pine and nmusk. /Let us enjoy it now,

pl ease, while it lasts. Ask whatever you want |ater. Not now./
"/Yes. O course.

Sorry."/

They went to sleep |oosely dressed, but curled together in

spoon fashion, or as nearly so as their not-quite-matched bodies
woul d fit. Bandicut kept an arm around her, aware that whatever
they had just shared might be a thing of the nmonent; and yet w sh-
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ing not to let the intimcy evaporate if he could help it, or disappear
behind a veil of caution and isolation. And know ng, even as
he slipped off to sleep, that it was nostly beyond his power to control

*

They woke much later--slowy, confortably, but then with a certain
amount of awkwardness, when they realized that Li-Jared was

asleep in a corner of the room Antares turned to receive his enbrace,
then sat up, pushing her hair back from her face. She began

sorting through the leftover fruit. Li-Jared woke up, and j oi ned
them sl eepily in quiet conversation and food.

Wrd came early in the day that S Cali and the cargo sub had

arrived fromthe Astari weck, and Bandi cut was wanted for a conference
with L'"Kell. He took the first sub that Kailan could arrange,

| eaving Antares and Li-Jared at work with the oblig.

Askel anda was the first to greet him even before L' Kell. "W
have a | oad of materials--not in great quantity, but perhaps enough
to satisfy the factory, for a start."

Bandi cut | ooked from Askel anda to Ik, who had returned with
S Cali, along with nost of the remaining Neri. "And is it the raw materi al
the factory asked for--or machi nes, or what?"

I k answered, "Raw materials, nostly. Some was ferried out from

the I and; apparently the Astari ashore are honoring Mrado's agreenent.
Sone of it came from storage conpartments on the weck

that the Neri hadn't even begun to explore yet. We think it covers

nost of what the factory asked for, but we have no real way of testing.
The copper |'mpretty sure of; it's in thick coils. The rest is the
Astari's best guess. | suppose the factory itself will have to make
the determ nation."”

"And the factory may be ready for us," L' Kell said, comng in
from anot her room

"Wrd fromthe robots?" Bandi cut asked.

"A new transm ssion. They said that the reprogranm ng was
going well, but conplete self-repair and production restart now
awaits the arrival of materials."

"How are you doing at getting a nmessage back in to the robots?"
"That's the other news. Delent'|l| went down this nmorning to relieve
Targus, and he finally located the entry menbrane through

the silt, and got a probe in. W're not sure about the transm ssion
t hough. Possibly the robots couldn't understand Delent'l's speech
very well. Delent'l said he tried to explain that you would be com
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ing in your star-spanner bubble, and he got a reply that sounded
like--" L' Kell's voice deepened as he tried to sound human
"--'"Tally-ho, Captain.""

Bandi cut burst into | aughter.

"I's this meaningful to you?" Askel anda demanded.

"Yes. | think you can take that as a yes," he reassured the ahktah
"Then the tine has conme to prepare for your departure,” Aske-landa
said. He turned to the other Neri. "Please begin attachnent

of our guests' bubble to the sub." Then he asked Bandicut, "Do you
wi sh to have anyone in the bubble with you?"

Bandi cut thought about that for a nmoment. "Ik, would you I|ike

to come with nme? It nmight be risky, but | sure could use your ad-
vice and wi sdom "

*Bring all.*

Bandi cut blinked, startled by the sudden voice of the translator-stone.
Hs first thought was worry./Charlie? Char, you there? You

okay?/

"/Yes, I'mhere."/

/Whay' d it speak directly like that? It never does that when you're
here./

"/1 think.., they really wanted

to make their point. "/

/ They want ne to bring everyone? Just |ike that? Do you have

any idea why?/

"/1 think they see this nission as

the crucial determnant."/

He raised his palns nentally, trying to conprehend.

"/ No one expects you to be able

to put things aright here all by yourself.

Nor shoul d you

What they want is

for you to change the spin, the direction,

the way things are heading."/

/ So?/

"/So that's what we're after

on this tn'p, and nmaybe on this world.

John, I"'mnot really sure..

that we'll be comi ng back this way again.

Don't ask me why | think that."/

Bandi cut swal |l owed hard. He | ooked again at Ik and L' Kell and
Askel anda, and said, "I think, actually, it would be best if we all
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went. 1k, Li-Jared, Antares. This is going to be a big mssion. And |
think I mght need.., all of your help. | would like for us--" he
hesitated "--to stick together."

Ik gazed at himwith glittering Hraachee' an eyes. "Then | should
call the others. Should I not?"

Bandi cut nodded, not trusting hinmself to speak.



THE FACTORY HEAD

ThE FACTORY AREA | ooked even nore desol ate than before.

There was a haze of suspended silt, like |ow ground fog,

close to the bottom Rocks and parts of the factory structure

poked up |i ke hunpbacked ghosts, silent and grey.

Bandi cut rubbed his eyes, uncertain for a nmoment whether it was
fatigue or water-borne haze that was obscuring the view He glanced
back through the rear viewports, for nmaybe the hundredth tine, to
make sure the star-spanner bubble was still attached to the back of
the sub. It was, and behind it were the headlights of the cargo sub
H s eye caught Antares, and her lips crinkled for a monent in a
calmng smle. Her enotions seened cl oudy, but she was trying to

be reassuring.

"Are you worried?" asked Ik.

"Nervous as a bridegroom" Bandi cut said, peering forward
again to see if he could spot the entry point to the factory.

He needn't have bothered; Delent'|l had |left an echoing sonar
marker. L' Kell quickly located the marker and brought themto the
spot. "Let's insert the probe," he said.

"Al'l right." Bandicut took the nanipul ator arm controls and

began to extend the probe, which was tipped with a bul bous speak-erphone.
H s action was interrupted by a voice on the external hy-drophone,
speaking in Neri.

"This is Copernicus. We are detecting vibrations suggesting the
presence of a subnersible. If this is correct, please ping three tines."

L' Kel | pinged. The sounds reverberated in the sub's cabin |like
a plucked piano string.
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"Thank you. If John Bandicut is with you, ping three tines."
Ping. Ping. Ping.

"Thank you." The robot switched to English. "Wl cone, Cap'n

W are prepared to initiate contact. Please back away to a distance
of at least twenty nmeters while we clear the area.”

L' Kel | backed the sub away. A nonent later, a great cloud of

silt billowed up in front of the sub, white and inpenetrable in the
headl i ght glare. It slowy drifted toward the sub, obscuring the
pilot's window, and then gradually cleared. Were they previously
had seen only a hunp of nurky sedi nent, they now saw a nenbrane

pul sing rhythm cally outward |ike a balloon, knocking away

the last of the silt residue on its surface.

Bandi cut glanced at L'Kell. "Let's try the outside speakers and
see if Copernicus can hear us through the nmenbrane." L'Kel

touched the switch. "Coppy, this is Bandicut. Can you read nme? The
entry point is nuch clearer now "

"Excellent, Cap'n. Are you in the star-spanner bubbl e?"
"Not yet. What do you want us to do?"

"Let's take care of the materials first. Have you brought what we
request ed?"

"I't's right behind us, in a cargo sub. They can drop it wherever
you want it."

The robot's voice seenmed to reverberate across the ocean fl oor
"Then let us proceed with the transfer. Please observe, and report
what you see, on the area thirty nmeters upslope fromthis entry
menbr ane. About ten nmeters shy of the l|arge bl ack snoker.™

L' Kel | pointed out the spot, alerted S Cali in the cargo sub, and
turned his own sub for a better view There was another nassive
puff of silt, which drifted clear, revealing a horizontal menbrane
on the bottom It looked like a large, netallized tarp stretched
over.., what? Bandi cut wondered. He described it to Copernicus.

"At the pilot's discretion, he nay approach the menbrane," said
the robot. "If the cargo is solid and sufficiently dense, he may sinmply
drop it over the menbrane."

"Preparing for the drop,"” cane S'Cali's voice. "It'll take a minute
to get ready." L' Kell and Bandi cut watched as the | arger sub maneuvered
over the nmenbrane, like a great hen settling into its nest.

A few nmnutes later, S Cali reported his cargo hatch opened, and
t he drop conpl et ed.

"Cargo received," Copernicus replied. "Contents are bei ng ana-
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| yzed and broken down. The copper and ot her el ements are being

di ssol ved and placed into the raw material stream Thank you. John
Bandi cut, while that procedure is taking place, would you like to
attenpt contact with the factory head?"

Bandi cut drew a deep breath before answering. "All right. I'm

going to nove into the bubble now " He glanced at his Neri friend.

L' Kell took the renote mani pul ator controls and began w ndi ng

in the forwardnost cabl es securing the bubble. Bandicut peered

back to see the bubble rising behind them and noving forward over
the sub. L'Kell crouched to peer up through a small porthole, and
carefully reeled the cables until the bubble was positioned directly
overhead. Then he drew all the cables taut, fore and aft--securing

t he bubbl e agai nst the hatch

They had rehearsed this in relatively shallow water--in the

m ddl e of the Neri city, with swimers standing by to aid him They
had established that it was possible to pass fromthe sub to the bubble
and back, while keeping the internal pressure of both |ower than
that of the surrounding water. But that differential was small stuff
conpared to what they faced here. Thousands of pounds per square

i nch were squeezing agai nst the sub, ready to burst through any
structural weakness. Wuld the seal hold? And if it failed, would he
kill just hinself, or all of his friends, too?

It was tine to find out.

He turned around in the cranped space. As he squeezed between
Antares and Li-Jared in the back of the conmpartment, Antares

caught his hand--and his gaze. He nanaged a snile. Then he

clinmbed up into the conning tower airlock

As he reached for the netal hatch, Ik called up, "Are you sure

you don't want soneone wth you?"

He gl anced back down into the conpartnent. "Later. Let ne

check it out first. Now, help nme secure this, okay?"

He swung the hatch shut and tightened the latches. He was in

atight cylinder now, lit only by a tiny Neri lantern. He'd been

t hrough the tower many tines, but it felt a lot smaller with both top
and bottom hat ches cl osed. Reachi ng overhead, he began to | oosen

the I atches on the top hatch, working quickly before he could | ose
hi s nerve

"/1f there's sea-pressure against the hatch

you probably won't be able to open it."/

He wi ped sweat fromhis eyes./True./And it was al so true that



THE | NFI NI TE SEA * 339

if the bubble didn't have a remarkable ability to withstand pressure

on one side, and allow penetration on the other, he wouldn't be

able to open the hatch. He pushed upward. There was resistance

for a noment, then a slight give. The stone in his left wist flickered,
and the hatch swung open. A cupful of trapped water splashed

down. He poked his head up through the Neri menbrane, and the

st ar-spanner nenbrane, and caught a breath of air that snelled..
different.., alnost with a hint of ozone to it. But it was air, blessed
air.

He clinbed up out of the airlock into a dark, dry space. Dark,

that is, except for the glow of the sub's headlights and sternlights
shining into the abyssal gl oom For a nonment, he was nearly overcone
with vertigo, and cl austrophobia, and sheer quaking terror,

as he absorbed the fact that he was sitting in a bubble made of nothing,
energy maybe, at the bottom of the ocean

"/ It's pretty strong, | think."/

/Yah./He clinbed the rest of the way into the bubble.

It was eerily quiet. He could hear his heartbeat, and his breath,

and some nutters and groans coming fromthe sub right bel ow him

But there was an overpowering sense of stillness. It rem nded him

of the other-di nensional real mof the magellan-fish, back on Ship-world;
that experience felt as if it had been a training ground for

what he was doi ng now.

"/Perhaps it would be best for now

to focus--"/

/Right. Yes. Jesus./He drew a sharp breath and secured the

hatch on the sub, then crept forward to where he mi ght becone

visible to L'Kell and the others, through the sub's nose w ndow.

He heard a click and hiss, and suddenly the words, quite |oudly,

"Can you hear me, John Bandicut?" It was jarring, and seened to

cone from everywhere at once; but he knew it was L'Kell.

"Loud and clear! Can you pull the bubble forward?"

,Wth a whine fromthe w nches, the bubble began to nove. He

gl anced back and saw it separate fromthe hatch, and his heart

began to pound again. The front of the sub was com ng under the

bubbl e now, and he crouched down to wave to his friends as they

peered up through the nose wi ndow He pointed forward. "Let's

dock." Wth the star-spanner bubble resting on the sub's nose,

L' Kell| began to nove themwi th great care toward the entry nenbrane

of the factory. As the |light grew stronger upon the nenbrane,
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it turned fromgrey to shimrering silver. Bandicut guided L'Kell wth
hand gestures, until the bubble drew very close, then touched the
menbrane with a quicksilver ripple--and a soft boom like a kettle
drum

He heard the voice of Copernicus, hollow but clear: "Cap'n, is

that you? Are you at the entry point?"

"I"'mhere. I'min the bubble." Wth the bubble pressed agai nst

t he menbrane, both surfaces had flattened and forned a quivering
mrror. "Wat now?"

"Can you reach through?" asked the robot.

"We' |l find out." The pressure differential was enornous here:

the. robots at the anbient pressure of maybe four hundred atnospheres,
t he bubble at maybe forty or fifty atnmospheres. How nuch

could this star-spanner technol ogy handl e? Could it protect hin? He
drew a breath, reached out a hand, and pushed agai nst the bubble.

It felt like the resilient, but resistant, nothingness of a forcefield. He
pushed harder. The interface dinpled suddenly, and his hand

passed slowy though the factory menbrane.

He wiggled his fingers. It felt like air on the other side, not liquid.
How coul d that be?

"Captain, we can see your hand. Are you all right?" called Coper-

ni cus through the menbrane.

"Yes, I'mfine."

At that noment, sonething cold touched his hand, and he nearly

junped out of his skin. 'Jesus./Wat's thaW He jerked his hand

back.

"It's just me," said Copernicus.

H s heart pounded frantically. He gasped for breath. "Don't do

that w t hout warning ne/"

"I apol ogi ze. Cap'n--are you okay? Did | hurt you?"

He gasped, collecting hinself. He | ooked at his hand, which he

had reflexively pulled all the way out. Wth a little shiver, he reached
back through the nmenbrane. "No, you just scared ne, that's all.

kay, where are you? You can touch my hand again."

This time, the metal touch felt reassuring. He took a deep breath,
squeezing the robot's hand. "Should I try ... pushing ny face

t hr ough?"

"If it seens safe to you," said the robot.

Saf e? he thought, and al nost | aughed.
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"Are you all right?" boomed another voice. L' Kell, in the sub. O
was it Ik? It was so distorted, it was hard to tell
W thout removing his hand, Bandicut turned his head to | ook
down, over his shoulder. Ik, Antares, and L' Kell were peering out
the nose window at him "I'mfine!" he called. "I'm hol di ng Copernicus's
hand." Which rai sed anot her question: what was Copernicus
doi ng outside the sub, anyway? "lI'mgoing to try sticking ny
head t hrough." Then, before he could have second thoughts, he
| eaned his forehead into the nenbrane. He felt only a slight resistance,
t hen popped through
It was like peering into a tent through a fish-eye |l ens. The first
thing he saw was Coperni cus, staring at himw th dark canera eyes.
And behind the robot, the Neri submarine and Napol eon. It was an
i ncongruous sight. He wasn't sure what he'd expected: sone very
strange alien vista, a seafioor factory, nmaybe sonething |like the star-spanner
factory run by the shadow peopl e of Shipworld, but of
course different because of where it was. Instead, what he saw was
the inside of a huge bl adder, translucent and gl owi ng just enough
to provide illum nation, and containing nothing but those three objects:
the sub and the two robots. He wondered what he | ooked |i ke,
wi th his hands and head extruded through the silvery menbrane.
"Coppy," he said, his voice resonating into the space with a
twang. He tried to draw a breath, and felt resistance. He suddenly
realized that with his face pressed directly into the menbrane, it
was going to be very hard to breathe here.
A" : TR
He waited, holding his breath, and sensed that the stones were
in contact with the bubble or whatever controlled it, and were doing
something to the perneability of the menbrane.
"Cap'n," said Copernicus, "the factory has injected approxi mately
one-tenth of one percent of oxygen into the atnosphere
here. If the spanner bubble can accommopdate sel ective novenent
of gases through the nenbrane, you should be able to breathe. At
| east | hope so."
"/Try it now.
W' ve adjusted the star-spanner bubbl e,
but have no control over the factory nmenbrane."/
He tried again to draw a breath, and to his surprise, was able
to inhale slowy through the menbrane. It was |ike breathing from
a scuba cylinder that was nearly enpty. He exhal ed slowy, inhaled
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slowy. He didn't keel over. But he was going to become short of
breath if this went on for very |ong.
"/We're going to adjust a few things
in your netabolismto let you stretch
your CO tol erance and oxygen demand. "/
The difference was perceptible within seconds. He took a cl oser
| ook at the snoothly curved walls that enclosed the Neri sub and
the robots. There was perhaps a nmeter's width of clearance around
t he sub, just enough roomfor the robots to nove. But within the
surface of the bladder walls he saw sparkling flecks of sonething:
maybe just refractions of light through the shimer of the nem
brane interface, or maybe something el se--say, tiny emtters or con-
trol points for nanoassenbl ers. Bandicut noticed that Napol eon
standi ng near the nose of the sub at the far end of the chanber,
seened to have several probes enbedded in the wall of the cham
her. He didn't recall Napol eon's having had those probes before.
"I's the breathing arrangenent satisfactory?" Copernicus asked.
"Ckay so far," Bandicut said. Raising his voice, he called, "Can
you still hear me out there?"
He was startled to hear two different voices answer. "Quite

well." "Yes, but faintly."

It took hima nonent to realize that the first voice had been

t hat of Nabeck, the robot's Neri conpanion in the sub in front of
him "Nabeck," he said, "are you wel | ?"

"I amquite well, but weary of the confinenent,” the Neri an-
swered. "Greetings to you and to L'Kell."

"Thank you. | hope we can give you reason to | eave soon,"

Bandi cut said. "And Copernicus, just out of curiosity, what are you



and Napol eon doi ng outside the sub?"
"W | ocked out after the factory established a dry atnosphere

in anticipation of your arrival," Copernicus said. "W thought we
could be nore useful to you here, on the outside, where you were
going to be."

"Ch. Then thank you. | assume Nappy is tied up in conversa-

tion with the factory?"

"Yes, Cap'n. | amin close contact with him however. | am

pl eased to report that the factory head functions on a considerably
hi gher cogitative |level than we had originally thought. The con-

nection is in sone respects difficult--"

Difficult. Yes, it would be, Bandicut thought--two Al necha-
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nisms fromentirely different worlds, neeting on an abyssal |edge
kil ometers deep in the ocean

"--but we seemto have worked through the najor conmuni cations

i ssues. There are still sonme areas of uncertainty regarding
operations and intentionality."
"I see. Well, is it ready to resunme production? That's what the

Neri want to know. "

"Many of the internal repairs are far enough along for the npst
urgent tasks to be undertaken. Cap'n, the factory head is extrenely
eager to speak with you directly."

"That's what |'mhere for." Bandicut gestured. He felt, peering

t hrough the shimrer of the interface, as if he were operating hand
puppets. He gl anced down; his hands appeared to be nade of watery
sil ver.

Coperni cus tapped quietly, probably conferring with Napol eon
Coperni cus' s upper sensor sw vel ed away from Bandi cut. The robot
poi nted with a mechanical hand toward the far end of the chanber,

over Napol eon's head. "In that case, Cap'n, if you would fix your
gaze in that direction, and be ready to receive the | aser image--" Laser
i mge?

He blinked that way, and before he could even draw a breath,

there was a light dancing in his eyes. Areflex to shut his eyes was
suppressed, sonewhere al ong the neural pathway.

"/1t's okay, John.

W're watching for tissue danage

but it's within safe limts so far."/

Wthin safe limts.., he supposed that was better than having

his eyes fried straightaway. But was this how the thing was going

to make contact--?

The play of light blossomed into something like a holo, but a

hol o playing directly inside his skull. The first inage was a sl ow notion
fireworks burst, which turned fromsparks of fire into raindrops

of crimson and gold and enerald and silver. From out of that

rain there enmerged a face--a sculpture in chrone-silver, turning in
space. It was a Neri face, or something like a Neri face. It was hard
to see exactly, because it was strobe-lighted, with pul ses of light
here, there, filling Bandicut's skull. After a few nonents the face
was gone, and there was a sudden flickering of textured space that
rem nded hi mof human neurolink, with tw sted topographi es shot
through with sparks of light. It produced a jittery sensation, |ike
bei ng overw ought and sl eepless in the dark of night, wth synapses
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firing at random He had the sense that some kind of translation

and anal ysi s was taking place, perhaps involving the stones or perhaps
just the factory head. The near-Neri face came back, rotating

as if weightless; but nowit was olive-green, and he coul d see that
the eyes were smaller than a Neri's, and the neck was snooth, with

no gills. It seened to make eye contact, but only a fleeting, enpty
cont act .

"/1 have a feeling about that face--"/

/One of the Neri's creators?/

"/ Yeah."/

And then it was gone, leaving only a feeling of strobing inmages

out of nenory, and a voice:

You are fohn Bandi cut? Speci es Human?

The answer--Yes!--seenmed to cone from sonewhere within,

and not through his conscious mnd. Qut of the strobing flashes,

he thought he glinpsed an i mage that |ooked |ike Napol eon, spinning
in and out of the frane of view Wuld Napol eon speak? Not

yet, apparently; the next voice was the same as the last: Do you speak on
behal f of the Neri? /I do. And you are?/

Factory head. Iteration sssssshh-- There was an instant of static

as the translation through the stones broke down. Then: --late

revi sion. Comunication restored after.., sssssshh . . . interruption
Mich demands attention. Repairs. A sudden, flickering imge of
intricate patterns being changed blindingly fast; circuits naybe, or
programm ng. Production. Strobelike imges of subs, bubbles,

menbr anes, diving equi prent, electronics being spun into existence

as though sketched by an invisible pen: nanoassenbly. Threats to the
wel | -bei ng of the Neri.

Instead of images, there was sudden stillness, and Bandi cut

t hought he heard Napol eon's voice, very distant, addressing the factory
head. Abruptly there was darkness all around, with bursts of

urgent blood-red heat lightning flashing in a noving pattern around
him There is need. Urgent need. And now an i mage, pulsing: a

ghostly light burning out of the darkness of the abyssal valley, and
gquakes shaking | oose rocks and | edges and habitats. After a few

heart beats, the inmage darkened back into the chaos of the crinmson
heat |i ght ni ng.

Bandi cut reeled at the intensity of the display. /Very urgent
need, / he agreed in a whisper, trying not to succunb to verti go.
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You wi sh assi stance?

/1n stopping that thing?/ He hardly dared hope./By maki ng contact ?/

By nmaking contact. Even now it trenbles.

A new image, like a weird fish eye, shot fromthe back of Bandi-cut's
head, with an overlay of semmrror rippling: the star-spanner

bubbl e, and behi nd and under it, the sub, and behind that the spectra
gl ow of the Devourer, awakening fromits nap in the abyss over

whi ch the sub's stern hung like a rock clinber's tail bone.

And again: the face of the near-Neri, or pre-Neri, surrounded by

bill owi ng concentric hal oes of light. And about it, the voice of the

factory saying..

Those who nade us. Formed us. Instructed us.

Bandi cut hardly breathed./Yes?/

They are no nore.

He exhal ed./ No./

They were nmy au&ority. They are no nore.

Pul se pounded in his head./No nore,/he agreed.

Sparks, in a blizzard. A flash of consunming fire, like a great cosnic
event, taking all in its wake. And darkness. And..

The Neri are therefore my authority. O their--ssssshh--surro-gate.
Bandi cut drew a difficult breath./Yes--/

They cannot join in comunication this way?

Bandi cut hesitated./Perhaps in time they can | earn. They have

no experience./

And you do.

/Yes./

And they have asked you to represent then?

/Yes./

Then | must show you my thoughts concerning the thing you cal

t he Devourer, the Denobn, the Maw of the Abyss. There are things I
can do, but ir nust be released fromny strictures of action

/ Show ne, then./

It was a dizzying stream of information

For so many years the factory head had | ain broken and unabl e

to repair itself; and yet it was not wholly broken, not unconscious

inall of its capacities. It was directly aware of certain devastations
caused by the arrival of the abyss-thing, including damage to itself,
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and indirectly aware of others. Many coremlinks with the pre-Neri

on the land, and the Neri in their undersea habitats, were severed--but
not before it had perceived indications of serious emnergency
conditions ashore. And after that.., nothing, except the occasiona
visit from Neri of the undersea city, with broken comrunicati ons

which it could not properly integrate and answer.

But el sewhere in its processing stacks, an anal ysis was undertaken,

and grew over the years, and cane to occupy a |larger part

of the working subsections of the intelligence. Though unable to

repair its own broken inner pathways, and suffering fromthe scattering
of critical know edge-bases, it nonethel ess had the capacity

for extensive use of background processors. (Was it |ike a person

in a com, Bandicut wondered--one whose unconsci ous processes

continue apace even in the absence of outward awareness?)

And in those silent runminations, the factory head paid close attention
to what its remaining sensors told it about the abyss-thing

that had caused so much damage. And it began to assenble patterns

of perception that, in synthesis, could have been said to constitute
under st andi ng. Under st andi ng of what the thing was, and was

capabl e of, and what it night be trying to do.

The biggest clue canme |ater, when the abyss-thing brought a ship
fromthe sky crashing into the sea--its notive system hopel essly
ensnared by the gravity/density/EMspectrunitime-altering effects
generated by the thing of the abyss. The specifics were unclear, but
the factory head recognized simlarities between the abyss-thing and
the notive system of the w ecked ship. A connection remai ned between
them even after the crash; and the factory head di scovered

that certain of its commcircuits resonated inexplicably whenever
the two interacted.

Were they conmunicating? It seenmed so, though only a small

fraction of the signal was deci pherable. But interaction between the

two often preceded traumatic eruptions in the |ocal area--which

t hreatened not just the factory but the Neri, and even the crash-survivors
on their perilous perch at the edge of the sea. But why?

/1t seenms to be a space-tinme-altering device, alnost like a
stardrive,/Bandi cut offered, follow ng which the factory paused for
several microseconds of thought.

It had not understood it in quite that way before, and did not
qui te know what Bandi cut meant. But there were areas of know edge
previously inaccessible to it, now being made avail abl e
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t hrough the help of the robots, or fromthe robots' own datastores.
Many things were becom ng clearer. And one of themwas that the

Neri's survival utterly depended upon naking contact with the Maw

of the Abyss.

And anot her was that the Maw itself mght be silently desperate

for such contact..

*

/Why do you say desperate? Does it think? Feel ?/

H s question was answered by cascading raindrops of light. Uncertainty.
Affirmation. It was the robots who had first noticed that

such cognitive patterns mght be present. The robots seened to
under st and confusion and other enption better than the factory. Conmunications
i ndi cate the presence of confusion in the Maw

Conf usi on of purpose--and need for clarijS cation

/ That doesn't nean it's going to wel cone contact./

No. Just that it is desperate.

Bandi cut waited. The factory had raised this issue, and it seened

to have an opinion it wanted to express regardi ng course of action

To assist you would require authorization to exceed ny origina

mandate and limtations. Reason: factory involvenent in the

chain of contact could jeopardize primary factory operations. However,
| can point out that anal ysis suggests that an instrunment of

conmuni cati on can be fabricated. If you have your own design for

such a--

/ No. /

Then | can offer ny own design, which | could manufacture and

depl oy, if authorized to do so. Do you instruct me to attenpt this? Swirling
m sts of uncertainty, anxiety, anticipation..

/ Mokin" foke yes, | instruct you--/
Unclarity. Please restate.
/Yes. Yes--1 instruct you to do this thing./ You authorize, on behalf of the

Neri? /Yes! On behalf of the Neri./

Firing synapses. Lightheadedness. A snowstorm of sparkling

pl ankt on agai nst a dark sea, |ike stars of the gal axy agai nst the night.
Programis now acti vat ed.

Bandi cut drew a breath./That's it? You were just waiting for authorization?/
Rapidly flickering checks and rechecks, configurations estab-
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lished. Raw maWials sufficient; energy sulJficient; assenblers being
programred. Spiraling orbits, wheels spinning in darkness. Yes. And
materi al s.

Strobing views, too fast to be assimlated: fluid-filled chanbers

/ plunmes of chemicals / nanoassenblers riding the streanms / skele-
tons rippling in laserlight / clouds of piranhas tearing apart and
putting back together, at furious speed..

/ How | ong?/

Zigzag pattern of shooting stars, electric arcs. Nearly ready. Tine
grows short. Eruption is inmnent. Are you prepared to descend into
t he abyss?

/WHAT?/ His heart nearly junped out of his chest. /What do

you nean?/

Are you prepared to descend into the abyss?

/1 heard that. But--/

Spiraling clouds of light, funneling toward a bl ack hole, toward
not hi ngness, toward- -

This contact nust be face to face, in person

Bandi cut stared dunbfounded at the images, and suddenly saw

inthemthe swirling wi nds of chaos that had brought himhere, and

t he deli berate machi nati ons of the powers of Shipworld, as well.

And he thought of the tinme not that | ong ago when he and his
friends had had to face down a thing called the boojumin the ter-
rible enptiness of a reality that only the magel | an-fi sh understood,
and he thought, No, God damm no, it's happening again, it's hap-
pening again.., just |like when the translator called ne out of that
godf or saken cavern on Triton..

And he knew there was no choice, really no choice, if he wanted



to help the Neri survive; and in those spiraling clouds of the fac-

tory's imges, he saw the currents of chaos rising and falling finally

into place, like an interlocking puzzle, an intersecting tangle of cur-

rents that had brought himinexorably to this |last great trial in the
dept hs of the sea. And he thought,/Damm you, stones, if you know
what this is really all about, you had better give ne sone answers,
and give themto me now. /

And cane an answering whi sper:

* W will. When we know. Soon. *

He shuddered in helpless fury and said,/I will do this for ny
friends, for the Neri. And | wll await your answers soon. Damm it.

Soon. /
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The laserlight faded abruptly fromhis eyes and he blinked in
stunned silence at the two robots.

"Cap'n," said Copernicus. "If you' re ready, permssion for the two
of us to join you in the bubble?"



i NTO THE ABYSS

I I'T WAS ALL happening so fast..
The robots had joined Bandicut in the star-spanner

| bubbl e, Napol eon carrying a strange object like a silver
starfish--part of the communications device, apparently.

Even as Bandi cut | ooked around, dazed to find hinmself back in the
undersea realm he heard an audi bl e voice fromthe device

Napol eon was hol di ng.

"Back away fromthe entry port
It was the voice of the factory. He recognized it, though he had

never before heard it outside the direct |ink.

Back away ...

L' Kell| had heard the instruction and was al ready powering up

to move the sub. The reason for the instruction becane obvious a

nmonent | ater, when the stern of Nabeck's sub poked through the

menbrane. The rest of the sub foll owed, as Nabeck al so powered

up and backed his sub out. As soon as he had enough cl earance

to turn, he swung his vessel around to face L'Kell's and S' Cali's, and
Nabeck hinmsel f becane visible, peering out into the sea. The view

of his friends was no doubt wel come. But what Nabeck thought of

the sight of Bandicut and the robots in the star-spanner bubble,

Bandi cut coul d not even guess

"/What's that?"/

/ En?/

Sonet hi ng el se had just appeared through the factory nmem brane-sonet hi ng
very thin and silver and sparkling. It |ooked like

a living thread, snaking out along the silty bottom it was noving fast. It
remai ned attached to the factory, as it grew outward, stretch-
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ing longer and thinner. The |eading end slipped toward the edge

of the abyss, and then dropped away into darkness. Bandi cut shivered
alittle as he watched it disappear

"We need to talk," he called down to L'Kell

The Neri wi nched the star-spanner bubble back into place over

the sub's hatch. As he was waiting for the chance to return to the
sub, Bandicut slowy becane aware of a soft glowin the water that
was not fromthe headlights. It was coming fromthe enptiness of

t he abyss. The Denbn was stirring, perhaps awakened by what ever

the factory had just sent down toward it.

As qui ckly as he coul d, Bandi cut opened the hatch and, | eaving

Napol eon and Copernicus on watch in the bubble, clinbed

down to rejoin his friends in the sub. As he tunbled into their mdst,
he practically wept with joy. "How nmuch did you hear?" he asked,

t hrough a tangl e of welcom ng arnms. He | ooked around into each

of their faces. It was clear they'd had a lot nore tine to be afraid
for himthan he had had. He reassured themthat he was conpletely
unhurt.

"Did you speak with it?" demanded L'Kell. "Wat happened? Did

you speak with the factory?"

They hadn't heard a word of it. He filled themin as best he

could, but parts of it were hard to explain.

"Dive to neet the Maw of the Abyss?" Li-Jared cried. "You can't

be serious!"”

"I"'mafraid I am And you know sonet hing--1 think ny stones

knew this was going to happen.” The nmenory of the link was roiling
in his mind like a bubbling pot--the nmenory of the stones

prom sing to give himanswers when they had them but as if they
knew nost of the answers already and were just waiting to fill in
the last details. "Mdst of it, anyway. And | think that's why they told
me to bring all of you along on this expedition.”

"I, hrrm have the same feeling about nmy own stones,” |k said,

and peered thoughtfully out the viewport as if there were something
el se he wasn't ready to say yet.

Li -Jared let out a twanging groan. Cearly the thought of diving
into the deepest abyss, and confronting a machi ne of cataclysmc
power on top of it, was alnost nore than he could take. Bandi cut
hardly blaned hinm he was terrified, too.

"/But don?you think it's the right thing to do?"/

/How the hell would |I know? The factory wants us to go; the
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stones want us to go; but for all | know, it's our death sentence. If
it doesn't kill us outright, it'll scare us to death./

"/1 bare a feeling, John,

that the stones bare nore in nind

than just contacting the Maw

and stopping the eruptions."/

/What do you mean?/

"/Well, they defi'nitely bare suspicions

about the Maw, and its origins."/

/ So- -/

"/So |'mnot sure what it all neans.

But they want to find out nore about it.

And about who or what put it here.

This is of great interest to them"/

/As much interest to themas saving the Neri ?/Bandi cut thought,
wondering suddenly if he'd been crediting the stones with the
wrong notivation

"/ Maybe as much. Mrbe nore."/

/ And what do they want to do with this information once they

get it?/

"/1'"mnot sure.

But | think it mght mean nmoving on

&oi ng el sewhere. "/

Bandi cut shi ver ed.

"John? Are you okay?" asked Antares, touching his arm Her eyes
were dark and round and full of worry.

He blinked. "Yeah. Charlie thinks we should go ahead and

make the dive. In case the extra opinion helps."

Ant ares' eyes seened to take a silent poll within the gl oony
cockpit of the sub. It was evident that everyone was willing to
even Li-Jared, who sinply closed his eyes and said nothing. Ik
touched the stones in the sides of his scul pted head and nurnured
his affirmation. As though to confirmthe decision, there was a
brighter flicker outside the sub, and a soft runble. The conm
squawked, and Nabeck--who at the nonment was hovering cl osest

to the drop-off--reported an increase in light activity over the | edge.
S Cali's voice cane into the cockpit, asking L' Kell what they were
going to do next. L'Kell told himto stand by, and faced his conpani ons.
"Can your sub go that deep?" Bandi cut asked.
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"Risky, but it could be done," the Neri answered. "Power reserves
could be a problem And | would have to pressurize the conpartnent
to a much deeper level. Can your bodies tolerate that?"

"Probably not. But we could all ride in the star-spanner bubbl e,
while you pilot the sub.” Even as he said that, a tickle fromthe
stones suggested that they agreed.

The suggestion brought a fresh shudder fromLi-Jared. At | east

i nside the sub, he didn't have to | ook out unless he wanted to. In
t he star-spanner bubble, he would feel conpletely naked.

"Can your bubble withstand such pressure?" L' Kell asked doubtfully.
Bef ore Bandi cut coul d ask, Char responded,

"/We think so.

And it is capable of pressuzing

if it detects the need."/

Bandi cut nodded. "If our nerves can stand it, | think the bubble
can."

"/And if it does fail

at least it'll be over fast..."/

The descent into the abyss was |ike nothing Ik had ever inagined.

They were al one now, crowded into the bubble; S Cali and Nabeck

had been sent honeward with the news of what they were attenpting.

It was like falling endlessly, following the path of a fine silver
thread into darkness, into light. It was like falling into an aurora-filled
ni ght sky. The denon-fire flared with erratic intensity, sonetimes
seem ng to shine through all of the water bel ow That was

i npossi ble; the entire water colum nust be aglow. |k half expected

to see the bottom | oom ng out of the depths, but he knew it was

still far, far bel ow

Sone monents, it seened to |k that they were floating in space

or in one of the shadow people's fractal-di mensional folds, where

no harm coul d possibly befall them the star-spanner bubble was

made for precisely this sort of environment. At other tines, he was
aware only of the incredible crushing pressure of the ocean, squeezing
squeezing, doing everything in nature's power to crush them

out of existence--alnost a sentient will to destroy, and themwth
only an invisible air bubble surrounding them It nade hi mwon-
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der about the life after, and whether he was about to get a firsthand
| ook.

H s conpani ons were crowded around himin various positions:

Bandi cut standing silent in thought, Li-Jared crouched protectively,

eyes squinting, trying to hold onto his sanity. Antares stood just behind
Bandi cut, not quite touching him but clearly focusing her

t hought s upon hi m and the support he woul d need. Sonething had

transpired between them there was a connection, an intinmacy that

had not existed before. 1k was glad for that, though he was aware

that that, too, could bring problens. The robots clicked and nuttered,

gat heri ng dat a.

Three neters below, in the sub, L'Kell was probably wondering

if he was piloting his friends to their deaths, and perhaps wondering
too if he would ever return to his beloved city and its peopl e.

The odds certainly seenmed against it.

Ik, for his part, felt a strange calm He wondered at his voice-stones,
which were tickling in his tenples, and clearly maki ng

preparation for sonething. He had a strong sense that he had an

i mportant role in what was to cone

Through the shifting rays and curtains of |ight, he occasionally

caught sight of the chasmwall, off to their left, where the thread of
silver was still visible, dropping dowmward fromthe factory. Cccasionally
he saw smal|l creatures nmoving along the wall. Sone were

fish, darting in and out of view, sone were floating creatures of jelly
and gl ass, sparkling out of the night like jewels, then vani shing
abruptly. They seened like tiny voyeurs, peeking at himand his

m ssi on.

My m ssion? he thought suddenly, startled by the thought. Just
what was his mssion--or John Bandicut's, or Li-Jared s? They had
been sent to this place from Shipworld, by soneone who nust have
known that there was a crisis requiring intervention, by soneone
who thought there was at | east a chance of the conpany succeedi ng
in that intervention. But to what ultinmte end?

Ik found at the nonment that he didn't care greatly, as long as

he knew his inmedi ate purpose: to do what they could to save
L'Kell's people, and the Astari. And then perhaps to | earn of what
el se was at stake.

Could this job be acconplished by any one of them al one?

The answer to that was clear. |k sat on his haunches, his stones
throbbing in his tenples.
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Ti me seermed al nost frozen, nmoving in slow, erratic surges as they

fl oated downward. Bandicut stared at the wall off to one side unti

he could stand it no |onger, then stared down into the flashing darkness,
his eye caught by the shadowy formof L' Kell's sub, alternately
invisible in the dark and then sil houetted agai nst the ghostly rays

shi ning upward, fromthe Maw. Hairs prickled at the back of his

neck, reminding himthat every nmoment the bubbl e held agai nst

t he crushing depth was a new mracle.

The sea began to runbl e audi bly around them

Surely they were al nost there. Surely.

*

It was like a flare in the night, a fusion burst. Bandicut peered, hoping
for a better view A dianond-shaped sonmething of white |ight

bl ossonmed into a halo of radiance. And in its heart was a new ki nd

of darkness, a darkness filled with nyriad sparkles, splinters of

bri ght ness, pul sing and fading. Streaking down into the darkness,

the silver thread fromthe factory was alive with fire. What was happeni ng?
Bandi cut had only begun to wonder, when a strange and

power ful outcry began to reverberate around him shaking his

t houghts like the cry of a terrified animal--or a short-circuiting machine,
arcing into his thoughts and denandi ng demandi ng demandi ng

that he set right the wong and go through go through go

t hr ough. ..

*

The robots were clanoring at him-was it Napol eon?--he coul dn't
tell, but a voice was calling, "John Bandi cut, John Bandicut--"

And he was able at last to sumon the presence of mnd to answer,
in a hoarse voice that surely was inaudi bl e agai nst the crashing
sounds that filled his head, though maybe not the bubble itself,
"Yes |'mhere, Nappy, |'mhere."

"W have contact, contact--"

"That is good--"

"The antenna and interface are working--" the silver starfish was
flickering in Napol eon's hands "--but we have no translation, no
under st andi ng. The signal is confounding our analytical circuitry. |
cannot even tell you what kind of signal it is."
"Transl ati on--you need translation--"

That was not Bandicut's voice, even though he felt as though it
were; it was |k, staggering forward to crouch beside him and to-
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get her they peered over the nose of the submarine and saw

sparkling, coruscating fire in the depths bel ow. "Wat do you think?"
Bandi cut whi spered, not |ooking at his friend.

"I amready."

The bubbl e shook, as a trenor passed through it.

Bandi cut turned to gaze at his friend. 1k's eyes were clear, but
filled with an inner Hraachee'an fire. The stone in his right tenple
was pulsating with light. "Ik?" Bandi cut said, suddenly understandi ng.
"Are you going to share .your stones with that?" He pointed

down into the fire of the Maw.

"Hrrll. Is it not what we need?" |k's voice sounded distracted, as
t hough sone other conversation were vying for his attention
"Yes, but--" Was it possible to do this, to share stones with a

thing like that?
"/We think so."/
St unned, Bandi cut thought,/Then, it is what we need. Exactly

what we need. And that's why the stones wanted Ik here, isn't

it?/

"/ One reason..."/

Bandi cut nodded slowly to Ik. "I think you're right. I'Il help if I

can," he murnured. "Are your stones ready?"

"Hrfm they have been waiting for this, I think." Ik nodded as

t hough sone understanding were falling into place for him He

stood in the front of the bubble and stretched out his arns.

"Napol eon, can you transmit that something is coning, sone-

thing to help translate?"

The robot clicked. "I do not seem able--"

The bubbl e shook again with another trenmor. The sub's maneuveri ng

seened sl uggi sh. Through the confusion, Bandicut heard

a distorted comunication fromL' Kell. "Having difficulty here. Conserving
power..."

/Damm. He said it'd be tight. W'll never make it back up, wll

we?/

"/Weren't we all prepared

for a one-way tn'p?"/

/ Yeah, | guess./Bandi cut drew a tight breath and call ed back

"W understand, L'Kell. You can turn off your lights, at least."

"I"ve already done that," L'Kell answered.

The Maw was putting out so much |ight now, Bandicut hadn't

even noti ced.

"Urr, attenpting to make contact,"

Ik reported. There was a sud-
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den tw nkl e, dazzling--and two sparks streaked out from his head,
flashing through the star-spanner bubble as if it didn't exist. They
flared downward, vanished into the ghost-lighted depths. Vanished.
Not hi ng el se happened.

Had it failed? Had I k's daughter-stones split for nothing?

Bandi cut held his breath. Finally: "1k? Do you feel anything?"

The Hraachee'an remmined silent, but slowy |owered his arns.
Sonet hi ng bri ght ened bel ow t he bubbl e. Like an expl osion, half
masked by clouds. It darkened, then brightened again. This tine it
stayed bright.

And Bandi cut felt something in a front corner of his mnd. It
was a tickle, nystifying and el usive, and then grew | ouder, echoing,

until it seemed to shoot fromone corner of his thoughts to
anot her. ..
is
is
is
is
is
is
is
this
this
this
this
this
this
this
this
to
to
to speak
speak

speak



speak

speak- k- k- k
-k-k-k

-k-k-k

-k-k-k

- k- k-k-k-k
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and then paused, as though trying to anal yze what had just hap-

pened.

Bandi cut sensed |k standing nore erect. The Hraachee' an had

heard the voice, too. Softly, Bandicut called, "Ik, do you have con-
tact? Should | shut up and stay out of the way?"

"Hrrrl, | can feel its presence. But it is not clear, | do not un-

derstand it. It senses ne, senses all of us--but this is something you
know how to do better than I."

That's what | was afraid of, Bandicut thought, gazing down into
the ghostly fire.

"/1 will do what | can to help."/

/1t's so alien--1 don't knowif | can--/

"/1t's a machine, | think

It reminds ne a little of the robots."/

/1s that good? What do the stones--/

"/ They want you to try."/

Bandi cut caught his breath and spoke silently but forcefully:/W
wi sh to comuni cate. Can you understand ny words?/

H s thoughts were interrupted by a stuttering..

cannot

cannot

cannot

cannot

foll ow your statenents
what is good

what is biologica

what is neurolink

what is afraid

A pale circlet of fire was rising toward them

st ones parse
robots parse
wor ds parse conmuni cate parses

The circlet of light twisted oddly and vani shed, as if into a
st range phase shift.
"Napol eon!" Bandi cut yelled. "Do you have contact?" Robots
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parse./ THESE TWD ARE ROBOTS. THEY CAN HELP COVMUNI CATE. /

"Napol eon! "

Bandi cut gl anced away fromthe Maw and saw that Napol eon's

sensors were flicking madly from Bandicut to Ik to the silver-thread

antenna to the silver starfish to the fire of the Maw, as though he

could not find the right place to focus.

"Nappy! Coppy! Tell me what's happeni ng! Report!"”

He was answered with a | oud tappi ng-- Copernicus--and then

that robot's voice, garbled as though speaking through water. "It is
a machine ... disabled ... attenpting to regain ... or reconstruct
its design capabilities ..."

A concussion |ike a thunderclap knocked Bandi cut to his knees.

A hal o of light surrounded the bubble, then began cl osing inward,

gi ving Bandi cut a nonent of panic as it seemed to squeeze the bubble,

as though to crush it. But instead of collapsing the bubble, the

light drew inward through its walls, until Bandicut and all of his

friends were floating in a sparkling glow. And then voices filled

Bandi cut's head, the inner voices of his friends, and he found hinself

struggling to connect voices with owners.

Antares: It is fearful... . confused.., we nust not be fearful..

Trying to kill us, to destroy us--whispered Li-Jared.

Thing of terrible power, hrahh . . . but has a purpose. | can sense

t hat much, cannot quite conprehend..

From anot her age, anotherplace in space-tine.., displaced, lost -.. whispered

the quarx in thought.

And L' Kell: What are they doing.., they must do what is needed,

and not think of ne..

Bandi cut struggled to force his own thoughts into clear channels,

to separate themfromhis friends'. Maybe the thing out there

could listen to all of themat once, but he couldn't. My nanme is John

Bandi cut, | am human, | amlost, as mnmy conpanions are |ost- Wy

do you do this, why do you cause such destruction, what is it you

are trying to do--7?

And suddenly he felt a strange curling of forces around him responding

to his effort to sort it all out, to focus inward on his

t houghts. And he recogni zed the forces; he had felt them before,

in another place.., in a long tunnel stretching to infinity...

He had touched these forces, this thing, in the stardrive of the

| ander' s ship.

And the thing touching himnow renenbered, too.
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t hat
whi ch was i njured
in distress

you t ook away

/Yes. Yes. A living being. Harding was his name. You hel ped
me, or the other helped me . . ./

yes, now we begin to recogni ze you..
and these others... ?

/My friends.. All. W work together. Trying to hel p. Please, what
is the purpose of the eruptions--?/

br oken, broken, trying to correct..
error in previous contact trying to correct
correct

Error in previous contact? Wth hin? Wth the Neri? The Astari?
Q-

"/ The Astari ship.

The Maw caused it to crash,

and it wants to correct for it""

Bandi cut's head swam/Is that what you nmean? |Is that the error?
The crash of the starship, all those years ago?/

correct error..
boost it through

Dizzily, Bandicut tried to follow the sea of information that was
coal escing around him The connection with the stardrive had

caused di saster.., but he already knew that, it was why the Astari
were on this world, why the wecked ship was there

For an instant he glinpsed the stardrive-roomof the Astari ship
around him and he blinked and tried to clear his eyes. But it was
not his eyes; what he was seeing was the distorted space-tine field
of the stardrive; it was bound to the Maw, their alterations of the
continuuminterlaced and entw ned, coiled around each other |ike
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a tangle of serpents. And it was wong, it was an error; and the Maw
was trying to untangle, to unsnake itself, to correct the error. But
how could it correct an error that had al ready caused the ship to
crash?

There was no expl anati on now, there was only awareness.

Awar eness of soneone el se, sonmeone not here, and yet so close it

seened he mi ght touch the other.., and voices, famliar and unfamliar..
Astari voices..

"Do not.., we fear what is in that room"

"?fear it, too.., but something is in there, | can feel it pulling,

somet hi ng that needs to speak--"
"Leader, wait--"
But it was too late; he was already inside, and the field was

coiled around him and there was no turning back ... exactly as

Bandi cut had felt it once before ... happening all over... " /It's not you,
John/

It's not your nenory.

Soneone is in the stardrive.., right now.."/

/ Yes?/ he whispered dizzily./But who? Mrado/? Drawn in by

his stones, Harding' s stones?/ Wiy woul d the Maw want - -?/

"/l1t's the connection between them

It's still trying to pull the Astari ship through

It's not letting go."/

/But | don't--/

The words were swept away by the coiling strains of the field,

and it felt much worse than when he had been in the stardrive room
hi nsel f. He was hel pl ess now in the novenent of information and
menory. Menory ..

H s breath went out as he caught a piece of nmenory. But whose,

the stardrive's? No, not the stardrive's, the Maw s..

It noved through the infinity of space |like a panther through

woods, like salnmon returning fromthe sea, in search of the connection
it had been established to make, in search of its hone. It

lived for, was created for nmoverment through the |ight-years. But not
its own novenent, not once it had found its nesting place; no, it
was made to nove ot hers.

It was a stargate, a stationary portal through space-tinme; and it
had been given existence, life, so that it mght nove vessels through
the infinite sea of the gal axy and beyond. As soon as it found the
pl ace where it was to take up its station..
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/ G ven existence, life,/thought Bandicut./ls it from Shipworld,
is this thing from Shi pworl d?/
He felt a shudder, and a reply, fromCharlie or fromthe stones,

he couldn't tell which. No, no... not from Shipworld, or its hidden
masters. Not fromthe translators. Then from whon? That was what
the transl ators had wanted to know, too. \Wo had the power to

make such things and send themout into the gal axy?
* The Gthers... as we suspected, feared...*
The Others--?

And what had gone wrong?

A burst of imagery flooded the connection, touching Bandi cut and
I k and Morado and all who bore stones of know ng:
Stream ng t hrough space, using transformational powers from

its own space-tinme fields, caroming fromstar to star, draw ng energy
fromthe stars and leaving themlifeless in its wake, shrunken

and cool. (Stars supporting life? Ik cried in silent horror.) Pressing
onward, ever onward toward its assignnent, snaking outward

t hrough the gal axy (not from Shipworld, from another direction

whi spered the quarx) ... until a stellar encounter that was sonehow

m sread, mscal cul ated, too many unexpectedly chaotic vari abl es.

I nstead of providing the needed nmeasure of energy, the star

flared up in a nova, engulfing the passing stargate and nearly destroying
it

Damaged but still determined, linping onward, it realized the

i mpossibility of reaching its assigned station. And so, equipped

with a certain nmeasure of self-deternination, it began searching,
probing for an alternate site, exam ning the space-tine fabric of the
surroundi ng region in hopes of finding a spot that would allow it

to performuseful, if altered, service

/ Then why did you--and how--?/

What happened next was junbled in menory. There was a mal function

i n approaching the selected region. Incorrect data? Broken

sensors? Unclear. It focused on a planet (Wy? An anchor point? A
nest ?) and bent space to make an attachnment to the gravity well of

the planet, intending to spiral in and slowy devour the planet's mass
for energy...

M scal culation ... malfunction ... errors multiplied in the orbit,

until finally it nmade a botched forced | anding, coiling space inward

and materializing once in the atnmosphere (killing rny ancestors, whis-
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pered L' Kell) and once again deep in the crust beneath the sea ..

And then endl ess reverberations, seismc shockwaves, and a
wi ndow openi ng out through the crust into the deep-sea abyss, from

the bottom of the world | ooking up..



THE ETERNAL NI GHT

/

Vol CES CLAMORED 1N t he connection Li ke echoes in a
canyon. ., robot, Hraachee' an, Thespi, Karellian, quarx,
| human ...

Bandi cut struggled to gather the images like butterflies

into a net, trying to discover what |ay beneath the menories, the
who and the why. /You did not intend to destroy the civilization
on the pl anet?/ he asked the stargate.

did
not
cone
to
destroy .....
no .....
cane
only
to
serve

/ Nevert hel ess, you did destroy .../

Li ke a bolo of an explosion in reverse, a mllion bits of mem

ory coal esced into fragnments of history..

--sailing proudly into the eternal night, one of a thousand such

di spersing into the gal axy, long before the failure that brought it to
this place--

--struggling to function in spite of damage--
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--trying and failing to stop earthquakes and vi ol ent atnospheric
stornms fromdestroying fragile constructions on the edges of the continents--
--a civilization dying--
--the stargate itself slowy dying--
--frantic attenpts to restore itself, to feed matter through in-terspati al
channel s, to reestablish normal function, to correct

error--

--and coiling its fields outward to connect with another intelligent
machi ne passing close by, bringing in this first who m ght pass

t hrough and be boosted onward, as intended--
-- error error-

-starship struggling to maintain its own course through the tortured
pat hs of altered space-time, but caught helplessly in the web

of this other thing . .. and finally brought planetward in a cataclysnic
entry, grinding into the seafioor--

--while the two minds, struggling to conprehend each ot her

remai ned entangl ed, able neither to nmesh nor to separate, and both

of them slowy dying--

--but deternmined to send the starship on its way, to boost it as
the stargate had been designed to do-

-trying to do its job--
--before death--
--to correct its error, terrible error--

--must correct--

--must correct-

The Maw was dying. But it was determned to do whatever it could

to conplete its unfinished task before its strength failed.., sonetine,

perhaps, in the next several hundred years.

/ You cannot change what has been done--/ Bandi cut whi spered.

Must

/--it can no longer fly--/



must fiy
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/--you have destroyed those lives, can only go on wth what

is --/

what |ives?

what |ives?

And a furious cry like a fist of darkness rising into the hal o of

light. "Qur lives./Qurs./"

who- - ?

"Qur ship and lives that you destroyed--./"

The voice came fromthe tw sted, tortuous connection with the

shi pwreck, and Li-Jared's voice rose to neet it with a sharp twang.
/ Morado! Can you hear ne? | feel the stones; can you hear nme? Wy
are you here?/

"7)rew ne, the stardrive called me . . . drew me through these
stones, there is so nuch they know, so nuch..."

/ Then you' ve heard, and you know- -/

wai t
do
not
know
t he

nmeani ng

In answer to the skittering cry, Bandicut called,/Wat neaning
don't you understand?/

Lack of conprehension: |ives.

/Life itself?. Do you understand |ife?/

Describe |ife.

/Do you not know your own life--7?2/



Before he could say nore, there came a howing wind of im

ages fromthe stardrive, from Mrado: Astari struggling to gain a
foothold on a hostile seacoast, facing earthquake, unpredictable seas
and storms, failing technol ogi es, dangerous sal vage operations in
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an ocean they didn't understand ... and sea creatures who cane
and vani shed.., until alien stones flickered and bl azed i nto uni on
w th Morado. ..

as they had into the stargate itself...

t hese

st ones
from
creators
like

m ne

There was a flash of imagery, like a lightning bolt, too fast to
frame and hold. A glinpse of a world.., or a collection of worlds

a race of beings, the makers of the stargate ... and a need, a
responsibility... Bandicut couldn't focus; it was gone.
*Df Jbrent, * answered the stones, soneone's stones. And Bandi - cut
realized there was sonething in the stones' voice that was om nous.
The stargate didn't seemto notice; but it understood sonething
now that it hadn't. These entities were sinmlar to its makers in one
crucial respect: their nachine intelligence. It understood the stones,
and their connection to life, even if it didn't understand the life itself.
But could it understand harn? Could it be persuaded to stop
what it was doi ng?
"/l1t believes, to correct its mistake, it needs to
send sonmething winging into infinity."/
/ Send sonething winging into infinity--?/ Bandicut said, and
t hen stopped, caught by a hal f-forned thought.
"Do you see now?" asked Napol eon, of the stargate. The robot
was trying to explain sonething to the Maw, trying to explain that
its corrective effbrts were harm ng both organi c and nachine intelligences.
"But there may be alternatives--"
The Maw runbl ed through the sea, and then for a few frightening

monents was utterly still. And in the dead sil ence, Bandi cut
faintly heard L'Kell's voice: "Mdtive power is gone. | cannot contro
our novement. We are descending, and will continue to descend

until we strike bottom"
Bandi cut shi vered. How much farther down was the botton? O was there a
botton? He felt a sudden pang for L' Kell, who was pro-
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tected only by the sub's pressure-hull; Bandicut, perhaps absurdly,
felt safer in the star-spanner bubble.
The Maw suddenly spoke:

pl ease
state
alternative

Bandi cut's breath caught, as Napol eon spun out a suggested plan

of action...

"The starship is no longer flight worthy. However--"

There was a sudden rush of emotion from Antares, or rather

t hrough her, focused by her. Puzzl ement. Desperation. Need. Al nost
those things; not quite any of them But it was the stargate's
sensation, its near-desperation, as pal pable as any enmotion froma
living, organic being.

Bandi cut was so focused on it, he alnost missed the final beat

of Napol eon' s proposal

/--if you accept a substitute for the Astari ship, your chances

of success will be greatly increased. W are flight worthy; you
coul d boost us--/

What . ; Bandi cut thought. And realized that this was precisely the
t hought that had al nost crystallized in his nmind earlier. Char had
figured it out, and Napol eon. The stargate, nore than anything el se,
was desperate to report a successful transport. Nothing else mattered
except that act of conpletion of its mission.., its purpose in
being.., before its own life came to an end.

"/1t was programed to cross the gal axy,

maybe nore than the gal axy,

solely to do this thing and keep doing it.

And if it could do it just once,

and be able to report success,

even to itself..."/

Bandi cut held his breath, waiting to see what it would say. And

if it said yes, what then? Had they just volunteered to be flung
somewhere across the gal axy again--only this tine not under the
control even of the Shipworld Masters, but of some conpletely different
alien intelligence? /Going where?/ he whispered softly. It

seenmed |i ke nmadness.
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But if it saved the Neri and the Astari fromruin? Wasn't it worth
it, for then®

"/ The stones are willing."/

Wlling. Because they'd planned it all along and knew what was
happeni ng, or because they too saw a thread they could hang onto

t hrough the crazy, chaotic winds of this journey? And what of the
ot hers?

He dared a gl ance. From Antares, fear and | ongi ng both; and
fromlk, determ nation. And then the stargate replied

Are you starsbtp?

"W are starship," said Napol eon. "Qur purpose and nature are
as brethren to the ship that has crashed. W seek to find a new
world. It is in our nature.”

And your
nat ure
is

"Intelligence," said Napol eon. "Joined to nachine."

said the Maw, and with its words there was a flickering of |ight
agai nst the darkness that envel oped them

substitution
i s acceptable

"Yes," said Napol eon. But the Maw was not fi ni shed speaki ng.

i f approved by
command aut hority of Astari ship
have you such authority?

"I believe so. John Bandi cut ?" asked Napol eon
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Bandi cut blinked, uncertain; and then fromfar off, through the

link with the stardrive of the sunken ship, came Mrado's voice: "I am
conmmander of this ship, and | have such authority. | approve,
provi ded those before you are willing... '

Bandi cut caught Ik's glance, which was fiery. Yes. And he could

feel Antares' affirmation.

And Li-Jared? The Karellian was gazing, half-entranced, not into

the Maw, but up into a kind of tunnel, where the figure of Mborado,
encased in an Astari diving suit, was silhouetted against the coiling
light of the stardrive chanber. Bandi cut could al nmost read Li-Jared's
t houghts fromhis face: Let us do this for Harding, to make good his
Ife and his death..

"W are willing," Bandicut said aloud. "But--"

There was a quiet runble.

"WIl you agree, when this task is done--when your triunph is
finished--to cease trying to nove the Astari ship? To cease creating
eart hquakes and di sruptions?"

it is agreed
this task is our purpose

you will all take this journey
t oget her ?
"Toget her," Bandi cut said. But |ooking around suddenly, he had

a pani cky thought. "Except--"

“/L "Kell. "/

The quarx's voice was quiet, but stark

Bandi cut peered down through the bottom of the star-spanner

bubbl e, into the viewport of the sub. He could just make out L' Kell's
face, staring up at them-hel pl ess, w thout nmaneuvering power for

his sub, which was still descending. Could L' Kell hear any of this?
Did he know the agreerment that had just been reached? Bandi cut

shifted his gaze, |ooking for the heart of the Maw s light, but it was
i npossible to localize now They were surrounded by an al nost cel esti al
glow. "We are willing," he called to the Maw, "except for the

one in the submarine, the vessel beneath us. Can you send hi m back

up through the ocean above, to the city in the sea? H s hone is there,
hi s purpose, his mission. W can nove on, but he should not. Can

you do this before sending us through?"
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Silence. Or not quite silence, but a low humthat grew very
slowy until it seemed to fill this glow ng abyssal place. And then
the stargate replied

done

yot

rel ease
tie
subnari ne

Bandi cut knelt. Hi s voice caught as he called out to L'Kell. "Can
you rel ease the bubbl e?" He made chopping gestures toward the

cabl es that secured the bubble to the top of the sub. L'Kell peered
up in obvious bew | derment. Had he | ost power even for the com?
"W have an agreenment with the Maw Rel ease the bubbl e/" Bandi - cut
shout ed.

L' Kell"s voice cane back very thinly: "Wat do you intend?"
"W're sendi ng you hone/"

"But you can't! What about you?"

Bandi cut gestured broadly, then cupped his hands to his nouth.
"We're going back to the stars/"

L' Kel | ' s expressi on was unreadabl e, but he suddenly noved

away fromthe viewport. The humin the ocean was grow ng | ouder
Sonet hi ng was openi ng bel ow them and the bubbl e was begi nni ng

to vibrate. L' Kell returned to the wi ndow. He was doi ng sonet hi ng
with the controls. There was a jarring sensation in the floor

of the bubble, and the line at the front of the bubble went slack
and floated free of the sub. The bubble rocked alarm ngly. The lines
at the rear followed a noment |later, and the net hol ding the bubble
floated | oose. The bubble jostled in the current, not quite lifting
fromthe top of the sub

L'Kell's face was pressed to the viewport now. H s expression
was clear: fear for his friends, and grief. Were nust he think they
wer e goi ng?

Bandi cut raised his hands in salute. The hum had grown too
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loud for himto speak to L'Kell. /Can the stones make any cont act
at all with hin®/
"/ Feeligs, sensations..."/

/ Then send himjoy and hope. For him For us. For his people./

are
you
r eady

asked the stargate.

/Yes./

*

There was a percepti ble surge, as an unseen current |ifted the bubble
and jostled it away fromthe sub. A pellucid, horizontal ring of

[ight encircled the bubble now, separating it fromthe submarine.

The bubbl e stopped rising, but the sub did not. A powerful up-welling
current had devel oped beneath it, nade visible now by the

nmoverent of suspended silt. Beneath it stretched a gl owi ng tunne

t hat appeared to reach down into the very depths of the planet. In
fact, Bandi cut knew, it reached through sone twi sted bit of space-tine
to another part of the sea, on the far side of the planet. This

time, instead of drawing seawater down in a vain attenpt to tug on

t he shi pweck, the Maw was punpi ng wat er upward.

The sub turned as it rose. Its nose cane around and, for a few
heartbeats, L'Kell gazed straight out at them his eyes dark and w de
with fear and wonder. In that noment, Bandi cut thought of all the
unspoken things he wi shed he could say, w shing he could shake
L'Kell"s hand, join stones with him spend a night in conversation
and learn all there was to know about the Neri. An electric current
seened to join them and not just Bandicut but all in the bubble.
"Hrah, farewell!" called Ik. Li-Jared and Antares both shouted goodbyes,
and Bandi cut cried, "Godspeed, L 74ell/" and sonehow sensed

that L'Kell, through his stones if no other way, had heard them The
Neri's eyes seened to soften for an instant, and then the upwelling
current lifted the sub away fromthem

The stargate held the bubble solidly, as the sub dw ndl ed overhead.
In the last monents it |ooked |like a toy riding the spout of a
fountain, against a haze of spectacular night-lighting. It noved with
startling speed, and in another eyeblink was gone.
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Bandi cut's heart was pounding with excitenent and fear and sorrow.
Around him his friends crowded close, encircling himwith

their presence. He felt Antares' hand on his shoulder, then Ik's. He
cleared his throat, not know ng what to say to his friends. "Stargate!"
he cried. "The sub has no power of its own left. Can you guide it

to the region where there are others like it, near the city?"

this
i s being done
pr epare now

"It will be all right, I think," Antares whispered.

Bandi cut sighed. "Yes. | only wish | could--"

"Rakh, we understand, John Bandi cut. W understand." 1k

peered downward. "I wonder, where is this thing going to send us?"
Bandi cut cl osed his eyes./Were are we bound? Were will you

send us?/

There was no answer fromthe Maw. Perhaps it did not even

know.

Bong. "Wherever, is better than here," Li-Jared said with a bl aze

of electric-blue fire in his eyes. He clearly preferred maki ng a get away
to the stars over the risk of dying a piece of flotsamat the
bottom of an alien sea.

"Cap'n, | believe we are beginning to be underway," sai d Copernicus,
t appi ng.

Bandi cut swal | oned and | ooked at his friends, and wondered if

t he star-spanner bubble could exert any influence over where they
wer e about to go.

"/We shall soon see..."/
*

When it came, it was swift and silent as a dream The tunnel of light

dar kened and cl osed. All the brightness bel ow faded to bl ackness,

and if there was a current still flowing, it was no |onger visible. They
wer e surrounded now by a ring of cool, eneral d-sapphire light, contracting
and har deni ng.

From out of the darkness at the bottom of the abyss cane a flickering

of energy . . .

fleeting sparks of light, ruby, then gold

strobi ng pul ses of color, scaling up and down through the spectrum
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and finally the dianond-studded bl ackness of space, and a sud-

den awareness that they were falling, had been falling. The ring of
[ight around them was gone. The ocean over their heads was gone.
The abyss ... the stargate ...

Not hi ng at all surrounded them now except stars, a heart stop-

pi ng panoply of stars.
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FOR A TIME, Bandicut felt as if his heart really had stopped.
There was no sense of notion, no sound; not even the

quarx seemed to stir. Was he suspended in sonme pocket

of reality where everything would remain frozen for eternity?

But no ... that could not be, if he was aware of his own

t hought .

And now he felt something, not outward but inward, as though

hi s body were undergoi ng change. Deconpression? Renornaliza-tion?
He couldn't tell, but he felt conforted by the thought, and

clung to it like a child' s security bl anket.

In time he noticed a slight movenent nearby. |k, just within his
peri pheral vision beside him moving his head ever so slowy. And
now he noticed his own chest expanding in glacially slow novenent,
br eat hi ng.

And sone tine later, he noticed that the stars, so pointlike in
their dianond iciness, had blurred. Smudged.

And then Char spoke.

"/IWe're all.., here... | think..."/

/That is good. Al here./

Except L'Kell, their dear friend L' Kell. They had not even been
able to say a proper farewell. What of the Neri people? And what
of the Astari? And the undersea factory? And the Maw? They woul d
probably never know, he thought. Never know.

It saddened him and yet he felt curiously uplifted--remn nded

of those images that certain of the quarx incarnations had been
fond of showi ng himas they described chaotic attractors to him
tiny forces kicking spinning, dynam c systens in unpredictable
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ways, their kicks resonating into the future like the reverberations

of a plucked string. Had this company ki cked sone useful reverberations
into the future of the Neri world? He wondered if the

translators, or the Shipworld Masters, would keep tabs and find

out .

The quarx's thoughts still came haltingly, fromthe time distortion.
"/Don't forget... . you ledJi
four sets of stones.., and an intelligent

stargate. "/

/ A stargate,/he whispered./A dying stargate./

"/ Dyi ng, yes.

But perhaps not.., for a few

hundred years. "/

/ But bel onging to sonmeone el se. Soneone not of Shipworld./
"/ 1 ndeed, soneone...

about whomthe stones are.., deeply concerned.

The Ohers. "/

/1s this what the stones promsed to tell me about?/

"/l ndeed.

The Others are a race

whose hone |ies far across the gal axy.

A race whose goals are inimcal to Shipworld's.

To the stones'.

To your own peoples'."/

/Humanity' s? Earth's? Way do you say that?/

"/ Renenber the stars the Maw put out,

getting to where it was goi ng?

Remenber the comet that al nost

put out the Earth?"/

Bandi cut was silent for a noment./Jesus./

"/ Exactly.

But of details, the stones know little.

That's why it took them so | ong

to be sure of the origin of the Maw. "/

Bandi cut absorbed that./l wonder where the Maw has sent us.
Not toward its creators, | hope./To that, Char had no answer. He
began to turn his head. It was like stirring nolasses, but a little |less
so than before.

In time he nanaged to bring his head around to where he could
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see his friends. He discovered that Antares was closer to himthan
anyone, even |lk. She was |ooking his way. Al nost at his eyes, but

not quite, as though she had just begun to glance away from him

to gaze into the nysterious infinity of space, wondering al so where
they were bound. He began to raise his left hand. It felt as though
it were floating on a slowrising bubble, not requiring great effort,
but incapabl e of noving fast, regardl ess of the force he m ght apply.
He noticed that her hand was noving, too.

By the time their hands nmet, her |lips had parted in a Thesp

smle. Her eyes shone with puzzlenent and uncertainty. As their

hands touched, and their fingers slowy clasped, he felt her presence
within him in a way that rem nded himof their joining through

the stones. He felt in her a stalwart conpanionship, and intimacy,

as if they had travel ed through danger together for years; and yet

al so an electrifying alienness. And she touched not just him but
Charlie, too. Char. \What connection had they nade? He was startled
to realize he didn't know, and perhaps couldn't really fathom

it if he did know

What was Antares to hi mnow? Friend? Lover? Stranger?

It was still being worked out, he knew, not just in his mnd but

also in hers. And as he slowy, slowy squeezed her hand, he felt

the menory of Julie rising in him and with it a tide of sadness. And
yet, he thought, she would be glad; she would want nme to take the

chance. | think. | hope.
"/ You, John Bandi cut,
are a conplicated.., person,"/

the quarx said slowy, in a tone that he thought was approval .

He started to think of an answer to that, but was interrupted by
a feeling, alnost a verbal thought, fromAntares. You are, andlam
and we shall see. In tinme we shall see

But before he could answer, he becane aware of sonething

changi ng around t hem

There was a faint crinkling of the starfield, as though it were enbedded in
cel l ophane. An instant |ater, a shock wave hit the bubbl e,

and it shone bl azing gol den around them and for a nonent

it seemed as if their own bodies were filled with an interior |ight.

Bandi cut felt a quivering sense of release, and realized that the nol asses
was gone; he was left in near-shock, but he could nmove and
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breathe normally again. Had they arrived, were they arriving some-

wher e?
*St ar - spanner beam i ntercept. *
He blinked./Huh?/
"John Bandicut," said Antares, "I--"
"/ The stargate's transport effect
had been interrupted."/
/ By what ?/
"/By a star-spanner beam™"/
/ Fr om Shi pwor | d?/
"/ Presumably."/

/1"11 be .../ He peered at Antares, who appeared to be

i sten-

al i ght

bat hed

know -

ing to her own inner voices--and then at |1k, whose eyes were

with inner fire, and at Li-Jared, whose head was snappi ng back and
forth as he tried to take in everything at once. The stars were no
| onger visible through the bubble, though whether it was because

they were gone, or just because the inside of the bubble was

inlight, he couldn't tell.

"Did you all hear that?" Bandi cut asked hoarsely of the others.

"We' ve been grabbed by Shipworld, fromwherever the stargate was

sending us. | think--1 hope we're out of the Maw s sphere of

edge and influence--"
*Affirmative. Course alteration in progress.*

He cocked his head, waiting--and thinking,/Course alteration
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Li ke

forward to

bubbl e

back to Shipworld? O to sonewhere el se?/

He heard a clicking and tapping fromthe robots, and

chirped, "Cap'n, | believe we have a transmission coming in. |I'm
attenpting to translate to audio."

"Transm ssion com ng i n?" Bandi cut asked in disbelief. "Com
ing in from where?"

"Uncertain, Cap'n. Shipworld, | assume. Here it is--"

A voi ce was speaking to themin English. English!And it was

a slightly nmetallic tone, as if conming froman artificial source.

a robot

"Congratul ati ons on your successful departure. | | ook

your return, and to neeting you. My nane isJeaves. |If you can hear
me, then you know that the intercept by the star-spanner beam has

been successful. CGodspeed, and drive safely.

And with that, the voice fell silent. Around them the

began to change to flickering rainbow hues, and the stars becane
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barely visible again, stretched and blurred into short, angled, noving
streaks of 1ight.

Bandi cut | ooked in amazenent at |k, Li-Jared, Antares. "WAs that

voi ce speaking in your |anguage?" she whi spered. He nodded.

In tine we shall see

In tine. |ndeed.

--to be continued i n Book Four of

7HE CHAGCS CHRONI CLES- -
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