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"A first descent," Greg said. The uplink connection sliced off the beginnings of his words, turning his voice percussive and edgy. "The main vent is erupting now—huge plumes, flows a hundred kilometers long. No one has ever kayaked on lava before."

Insane, I thought, like all of Greg's projects.

"We're leaving in three months, when the boats are done. I found a guy who can fabricate them out of titanium and carbon composite. We'll have to use spent uranium for ballast—they won't displace enough lava to maneuver otherwise." The uplink crackled for a moment. "Want to come along?"

I laughed nervously. "Me? I'm teaching two courses this term—"

"We'll only be gone for a few days. Get someone to fill in for you. You need this, little brother. Your life's tedious."

I could hear my heartbeat. He was serious. "Look, Greg, I've never even been kayaking before…"

He laughed his flat, dismissive laugh. "Neither have I, little brother. Neither have I. We'll go up to the Rogue River for a few days First, learn the moves."

I searched desperately for another objection. "How much is this going to cost, Greg?"

He hesitated. "Nothing, really. It's mostly sponsored. Your share comes to 20K in hard currency. We'll get that back when we sell the holo rights."

I wiped my forehead. "Greg, I can't do this."

"Why not?" There was a hard edge to his voice. "This one's wired, little brother. The rest of the crew's together. Eridani is lined up perfectly for the jump."

Why not? Because I was a physical chemist, not a daredevil like Greg. I was content with my life—it had challenges and uncertainty enough. I couldn't afford the 20K. A long list of reasons.

Still…I'd heard Greg's stories at innumerable family gatherings—about the only time I saw him now—amid powdered aunts and rapt children. Ballooning in the Jovian atmosphere, skiing on Olympus Mons, gliding over acid-etched canyons on Cern. In recent years, when I thought of my brother, I always saw the same picture: Greg sitting crosslegged in the living room of our parents' ranch, circled by kids, pushing back his straight blond hair, wrapping his hands around a mug of beer and talking…
I was in the middle of half a dozen projects, terribly busy. I had students who relied on me. I was too old. A long list of reasons.

But not nearly long enough.

* * * * *

The four of them, Greg and three of his traveling companions, filled the tiny, sparsely furnished apartment. Greg smiled his tense smile and introduced me around. I had a hard time keeping his friends straight: Gordon (Greg called him Gordo), a surly character named Jesse, and somebody else with a prominent nose Greg introduced as Beak. They were all huge and loud and swaggering, and quite a bit younger than Greg.

I don't think I impressed them much.

Greg read off items from a pile of scribbled lists: powered environment suits with blackout helmets, woven carbon fabric spray skirts, titanium paddles (feathered), a bubble-wheeled carry-all (six seat option, with luggage rack), a podship charter. Greg appointed me expedition clerk; I struggled to organize all of it.

It wasn't until half an hour later that I noticed a young woman reading in the bedroom. After a minute she looked calmly back at me. She was slender and deeply black, and her hair was woven with silver threads.

Greg went for beer at some point, and I took the opportunity to study his trophy shelf. Mostly there were holo cubes of him with his friends, their arms draped over each other's shoulders. They grinned out at me in groups of eight or ten or a dozen from the decks of trimarans, from beside glaciers, from atop piles of brightly colored parasails. The scenery and clothing varied, but their expressions never changed: eyes that looked steadily at the camera, shoulders square, noses sunburnt. I'd be in the next cube, presumably (at one end, since I was easily the shortest of the company). How genuine would my grin look?

I felt someone standing next to me. I turned around and found myself facing the thin black woman. We watched each other curiously for a moment. Her cheekbones were so high they nearly hid her eyes.

"You don't look like him," she said.

She wore a loose, crinkly wrap striped in saturated colors. Very chic.

"You're not much like him at all."

She meant Greg, of course. "No," I said, "I suppose not."

She laughed suddenly and startlingly—the sound was more resonant than her slim body should have been able to manage. It spoke of too many experiences, too much knowledge of life.

"I'm Chi. Greg never would have gotten around to introducing us."

"I'm Greg's brother," I said. There, anyway, it was the only identity I had.

"I know. He talks about you all the time."

"He does?" I couldn't imagine Greg doing that. And I felt all the more embarrassed for Chi. Greg had never mentioned her to me.

"Are you going on the trip?"

She laughed again and shook her head. "Those are Greg's demons, not mine."

I nodded warily. I was underestimating her. "How long have you known him?"

"My uncle sponsored his last trip—the tower colony traverse, or something like that."

"Connolly Towers," I said, automatically.

She smiled indulgently. "Yes. But my uncle wouldn't touch this kayaking thing. Volcanos spook him."

A chill went through me. "Is that why he invited me?" I said, half to myself. "Because he needed the money?"

Chi looked away, serious now. "No, I don't think so. He did need money, but that's only part of it."

"What then?"

She twisted some of the silver braids in her hair, puzzling it out. "I think he wants confirmation."

"Confirmation? Of what?"

"Of who he is, you know? Greg works hard at that, defining himself."

I shook my head. "Too deep for me."

Her laughter bubbled up again, filling the room.

Greg came back from the kitchen then, drawn by the sound, perhaps. He took me aside. "Have you told Dad?"

Chi stepped away discreetly at Greg's mention of our father.

"About the trip?" I asked. "No, why?"

He spoke very quietly, glancing around to see if anyone else was listening. "I think you should tell him. He's not going to like it."

I shrugged. "It's our decision."

"He's not going to see it that way."

"You talk to him then."

Greg shook his head, clearly agitated. "No, you do it. He'll listen to you." Before I could reply he turned away and summoned the others.

We worked into the morning. Greg's energy was inexhaustible. Near dawn I collapsed on a futon. The last thing I saw was Chi's smile as I closed my eyes.

* * * * *

By the time I was through, my expedition checklist had 1138 items on it. The list was a sort of fractal entity—its complexity remained constant regardless of the level of detail I chose to examine. Gradually, it swallowed the rest of my life.

Our problems were endless. The custom boats cost twice as much as originally quoted (they needed an ablative coating to cut down on friction, and Jesse kept demanding more safety features, over Greg's objections). Materials were unavailable. The standard fittings lost their temper at the temperatures we'd be experiencing. We needed a bond ten times my annual salary before we could charter a ship.

I neglected my laboratory work. I spent hours on the uplink alternately threatening and pleading with contractors and suppliers and agents. Our budget dwindled. The delays infuriated Greg. He had no patience for details.

Finally, six of us—Greg, his three friends, Chi, and I—flew up to Oregon for our trial run on the Rogue.

The area around the river was pure twentieth century backwater. The houses were wood frame and collapsing, intentionally shabby, it seemed to me. Their inhabitants were fiercely isolationist.

Greg drove our van in manual through overhanging spruce and fir. Forty years before, the area had been clear cut—some tree stumps survived as mossy bumps. But the region's economics had changed since then. Dark walls of forest pressed in on us as we rattled over the narrow road.

Chi and I sat in the back of the van. Her eyes were closed, and she hummed some ancient, rhythmic music. I asked about her songs, and she told me first about the village in Nigeria where she'd learned them and then about the seven younger brothers and sisters she'd raised after her mother had died there.

"Did any of that prepare you for Greg?" I asked, regretting its triviality as soon as I said it.

She shook her head and laughed—I always seemed able to amuse her without really meaning to—then she recounted the unlikely chain of events that brought her from West Africa to California. I listened incredulously, disturbed both by her account and by the monotone my life sounded beside hers.

"Greg must have loved that story," I said. It was a real adventure, not one of the synthetic ones he was used to.

She smiled again at my innocence. "I haven't told him."

"Why not?"

"He's never asked."

When I couldn't find an answer, she went back to her singing.

We arrived at our camp site an hour later, deep in the green darkness by the river. We paired off, Greg with Chi, Gordon with Beak. I shared a tent with Jesse, and the rushing sound of the water mixed with his snores and stretched my time sense until an hour seemed to pass between each grating breath.

* * * * *

Kayaking was a mystery first, then a physics problem: leverage and trajectory, dynamic balance, local chaos and global stasis. The symmetry of the flatwater strokes appealed to me, my shoulders swinging in rhythm with my heartbeat, the boat hissing forward. And, to my surprise, I felt in control in the rapids. I could always anticipate the pull of the current and the shear of the eddies. I was a conservative boater even so, scouting the big drops and the blind turns, planning my path stroke for stroke, finding the safe channels. It was different for Greg, of course. The river came naturally to him. He was intuitive in the rapids. He'd throw his paddle up in the air at the top of a class IV drop and float through on instinct and nerves. Gordon was an experienced kayaker—he taught us the basics. But after the fourth day Greg took the lead and Gordon and the rest of us scrambled to keep up.

The stretch of the river where we practiced was accessible by road, and we were constantly dodging rafts and roaring jet boats filled with tourists. For the last two days we decided to float downriver, away from the noise and the casual adventurers. We had the skills down by then. The trip was mostly for fun.

I loved the isolation of the river, the whiteness of the rapids to the eye and the ear, the concentration that shut out everything except foam and eddies and rocks.

Greg grew impatient after the first morning. He paddled way out ahead of us and beat viciously at the surface of the water with his paddle blades whenever we dropped into an eddy to rest.

That afternoon we came to the one big waterfall on the run—a five meter drop between pillars of granite. Class VI. Experts only. We beached our boats and dodged across the rocks to have a look at it from below. Greg stood very still amid the spray and the dense roar of the descending river.

"Wait down here with the throw ropes," he told us.

"Don't be stupid," Jesse said. "You can't run this."

"Just do it, okay?"

Gordon and Beak went back to their boats obediently for the rescue gear. I followed Greg back up the path and watched him climb awkwardly into his boat. His hands shook, and he had to try several times before he got his spray skirt attached to his cockpit lip. After that he sat motionless for a minute with his head tilted back and his eyes closed.

"You don't have to do this," I said from the shore.

Greg turned slowly to look at me. "The hell I don't."

His paddle bit into the river. Two quick strokes took him out of the eddy and straight to the edge of the falls. He seemed to hang there, motionless for a moment, leaning forward.

An eagle circled overhead. The wind rippled the foliage on the opposite shore.

And Greg slid down the falls on a sparkling cloud of foam, untouched, landing upright and exultant in the pool at the bottom.

When the shouts died down, Jesse and Beak portaged their boats. I scouted from below until I found a sneak route where a channel split off ahead of the main drop. I paddled it without much trouble.

Down at the bottom I counted heads.

"Where's Gordon?" I asked.

Somebody pointed. I looked up and saw him approaching the falls. He seemed paralyzed, his paddle out of the water, the nose of his boat drifting off course. He tumbled over the lip, already upside-down before hitting the pool. He vanished in the turbulence at the bottom.

Greg shot out of his eddy and reached Gordon's boat within a few seconds. He attached a carabiner to the stern tie-down and dragged Gordon back, half-conscious. We crowded in a semi-circle and inhaled in unison as Greg pushed a liter of Rogue River out of Gordon's lungs. When Gordon was coughing on his own, Greg stood up and shoved his fists into the pockets of his cut-off shorts.

"Pretty lame effort," he said.

Gordon's eyes rolled up and he passed out.

* * * * *

The last afternoon we paddled down a wide place in the river with decayed resorts perched high up on the banks on either side. The jet boats were back, blasting the leafy peace of the river with their chainsaw whines.

After a hundred lazy turns and fern-draped side canyons, I finally saw our take-out point just ahead on the right bank. I picked out our van and Chi's slim silhouette on the shore, waiting for us.

With fifty meters to go, a jet boat swung around a bend heading upstream, straight toward us. I heard Greg curse from behind me. The rest of us moved to the side of the river, out of its path. Greg pointed his nose directly at the jet boat and dug in.

The sun shone fiercely on the upstream curl of the riffles. I had to squint. Greg leaned forward. His blond hair stuck out in wet clumps from beneath his helmet. His brown arms swung like blades.

Jesse shouted something inaudible above the washboarding rush of the boat.

The distance between them closed. Greg became a black waterbug silhouette, his paddle blades blurring. The jet boat skipper must have seen him then—I heard a hesitation in the engine throttle—but he plowed ahead, not wanting to lose momentum.

They were a few boat lengths apart. I gripped my cockpit coaming hard enough to lose feeling in both my hands. Greg's paddle blades cut mechanically into the bright water. The jet boat swerved hard to the left, and its engine sputtered to a stop.

Leaves rustled, water lapped against rocks.

The boat drifted into a granite outcropping. I heard the crunch of shattering plastic and the angry shouts of tourists.

Jesse grunted beside me. "He's going to get us all killed."

Greg performed an eskimo roll as a salute, then swung his boat around and headed toward the take out.

* * * * *

Most of the trip to our parents' house was radar controlled, so there was nothing for Greg and me to do except argue.

"What did Mom say when you told her?" Greg asked. He had his feet up on the dashboard of my runabout and was drinking beer out of a squeezebox. There were four empty boxes on the floor already.

Chi had decided not to come. She always found a reason to miss our family gatherings. When I asked why, she told me that they made Greg irritable. She didn't want to be around him.

"Mom didn't really say anything," I told him.

"But she ran off to tell Dad."

"I imagine so."

"You know it."

I shrugged. "There's not much she could have said. We're adults. We can do what we want."

Greg pitched his beerbox out of the window. "I'll bet you haven't tried that one out on Dad."

He was right. I hadn't.

I changed the subject. "Any idea what happened to Jesse? He was supposed to meet me at the welding shop this morning."

My brother didn't answer for a minute.

"Greg?"

He turned away and looked out the window. "He pulled out."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean Jesse pulled out. He went back to Texas or wherever the hell he lives."

"Three days before the jump? I just transferred 3K to cover the new bracing for his boat." A hundred things ran through my head. None of them fit together. "That only leaves three of us on the river with one to drive shuttle and run the holo cameras. That's an awfully small group if someone gets in trouble."

Greg slammed his fist on the dashboard. "No one's going to get in trouble!"

We rode on sullenly for another half hour until the grid dropped us off below our parents' hill. I switched into manual and drove up the long gravel driveway to the ranch. We were late. I heard loud voices coming from inside the big stucco house fifty meters before we reached it.

Greg spent a minute composing himself at the door. When he walked in, he was animated and grinning boyishly.

We sat at the head of the table at dinner, the guests of honor, unofficially. My father sat at the opposite end. He looked the same as always, his shirt sealed all the way up to his chin, his hair pulled taut over his bald spot. He spent the evening looking stonily at his plate. My mother sat beside him, but she found a dozen reasons to visit our end of the table. Her manner was hesitant with both of us. She asked me about my work (in hopeless disarray just now), girlfriends (none recently), apartment (neglected)—everything except the trip.

Afterward the kids gathered around Greg as usual. I went into the kitchen to help with the dishes. Two of my aunts stopped talking the moment I walked in, and they found reasons to leave a minute later. I'd disturbed the harmony of our gathering, somehow.

I wondered: Is this what Greg sees every time he looks at us?

I drifted up the stairs to avoid having to talk to anyone else. The corridor was dark. The only light came from one slightly open doorway—the bathroom, in fact. Voices came from inside. I recognized my father's harsh basso and Greg's tenor.

"…didn't have to get your brother involved."

That was my father.

"He could have said no."

I stayed back, out of sight.

"He never could. Not to you."

"He can handle this. He's good."

I heard my father's hard shoes ring on the floor tiles. He must have been moving closer to Greg.

"That's not the point. You two are all your mother has. You can see what all this nonsense is doing to her."

That one must have hurt. I heard Greg shuffle. I imagined two boxers circling each other.

My father pressed his advantage. "When are you going to grow up, Greg? You're thirty-four years old—"

"Thirty-seven, dad."

"You've never had a job. How much longer do you expect to live like this?"

"As long as I have to." His footsteps grew suddenly louder. "They're waiting for me downstairs." He shoved the door open and strode out into the hallway.

I slid back into the shadows and waited for my father to leave before I went back down.

* * * * *

I was juggling lemons for one of my cousins an hour later when Greg whispered in my ear: "Let's go."

He was still smiling, but I could see the tension a millimeter below the surface.

"It's only ten o'clock."

"Now."
I shrugged and followed him out through a gauntlet of upturned cheeks and nervous wishes for a safe trip.

"You can't stay?" Mom asked wistfully.

Greg shook his head. "We're flying to Quito in two days."

She seemed afraid to touch him.

Greg had inherited his lanky build and his ageless smile from our mother. Tonight I was startled at how old and bowed she looked when she stood next to him.

Once we were outside on the gravel path, Greg's composure disintegrated. He slammed a fist into the big live oak at the bottom of the path. The crickets stopped their slow chirping for a moment, then resumed.

"What's bothering you, Greg?"

"Did Dad catch up with you?"

"Not really. We said hello."

Greg still had both hands curled into fists. "He cornered me in the bathroom while I was taking a leak. Just try arguing with someone while you're holding your dick in your hand."

He started to walk again, facing away from me. "Nothing I do is ever good enough for him."

I didn't answer. The night was cooling quickly. I shivered in my poly shirt. Greg stopped in front of my runabout and gave its plastic fender a savage kick. The crickets quieted again.

He took a deep breath. "Let's get out of here."

Greg sat rigidly on the front seat as we rolled down the driveway. I looked over at him.

"Greg, what are you going to do when you're forty?"

I felt the heat gather in him. He jerked around as if he were going to hit me. Then he slumped into his seat.

"I wasn't planning to make it that far."

I nodded and locked us into the grid. We didn't speak again until I dropped him off at his apartment an hour later.

* * * * *

We spent most of the last afternoon crammed into a booth in the airport bar. I kept jumping up to make uplink calls to my lab, trying to handle last minute problems.

Chi wore bracelets and a spray sweater. Her hips, squeezed between Greg's and mine, took up almost no space. Beak and Gordon sat across from us, indistinguishable in the gloom of the lounge. They put their heads together when they talked, so I wouldn't hear. Greg sat quietly, knocking down tequilas one after the other, staring straight down into his glass.

"I hate this part," he said every few minutes.

For once, I understood him perfectly.

The flight announcement was made, and Greg signaled for the tab. When it came, he handed it to me.

"Put it on the expedition card," he said.

I stiffened. "Not a chance. There's only a couple of thousand left on it. I'm saving that for emergencies." Expedition financing was still a sore point with me.

For just a moment Greg looked at me as he might an insect that was annoying him.

"This is an emergency."

Chi squeezed my hand. "Not now," she whispered.

I stared back at Greg for a moment, then shrugged and thumbed the expedition card across the check. Our credit line dropped to 1926.53 in hard currency.

I tried to look the other way while Chi and Greg said goodbye. She didn't want to let go. Greg detached himself impatiently and slung his flight bag over his shoulder.

Chi took my arm at the gate. "Take care of him," she said. "Okay?"

The pleading in her eyes disturbed me. And I was still angry at Greg.

"Why do you stay with him?" I asked. "The way he treats you—"

She held my arm tighter. "Don't. Please. I have to stay. Can't you see that? Everything else is falling apart for him."

"What do you mean?"

She watched Greg walk toward the ramp. His stride seemed uncharacteristically stiff and uncertain.

"There were twelve skiers on Olympus Mons—I looked at the picture on his shelf. And nine climbers on those stupid towers. He can't even keep a team of five together now. Most of his regular sponsors have pulled out, too—he doesn't have the right image for them any more."

She let go of my arm. All of her strength had left her. "I don't think there'll be any more expeditions. I think this is his last one." She almost whispered: "So I can't leave him, okay?"

I nodded, numbly.

"Take care of him?" she repeated.

I nodded again, wondering just how I could keep a promise like that.

* * * * *

The podship challenged my sense of scale. It kept growing as we slid along the EVA cable. The ship was blunt and squat with an impact-absorbing plastic skirt at one end. Tapered cargo pods bloomed around its middle, tilted outwards like flower petals. The ship was too featureless, it seemed to me, to be as big as it was.

We spaced ourselves out unevenly along the cable to damp out standing waves, but long, thrumming sinusoids still snapped along its length. I was last in line. The three backs in front of me all said "TVI Technologies" in bright green letters—one of our sponsors.

Here and there, the nightside Earth glowed a vague yellow below me. The station and the ship tethered to it seemed impossibly hard-edged by contrast. This was new to me. I'd been on passenger vessels that actually docked with the stalkstations. Charters were less formal, evidently.

I spent a minute worrying about our gear. Like us, it had flown to Quito, rode up the stalk, and had been packed into the pods. That is, if some of it wasn't still on a loading bay in San Diego or in orbit around Procyon IV…
The sun rose around the curve of the Earth and caught the station in a brilliant halo. My faceplate darkened while the terminator raced down the latticework of the stalk toward the Earth's surface. The enormous strangeness of it pressed in on me. I'd be waking up about now on a normal morning, making toast, riding my bike to my lab. Instead, I was thirty thousand kilometers above the equator, clipped to a heaving EVA cable.

I still wasn't sure why.

Greg reached the landing skirt, and I could finally grasp the ship's size—perhaps twenty meters in length and a third that in diameter. Greg opened the airlock, pitched his bag through, and climbed in. Gordon was next, then Beak and myself. Following Greg, as always.

* * * * *

The ship's interior was cramped and vanlike: six plastic seats with five-point harnesses, a control panel and windows up front, warning icons in bright red. No frills.

I was asleep when we dropped out of orbit. We'd spent two days matching velocities with Epsilon Eridani VI following the jump from Earth orbit. That small difference in velocities made the Eridani system one of the cheapest of extrasolar destinations. Unfortunately, none of its planets was habitable. Epsilon Eridani VI was as close as any of them came—it had an atmosphere, anyway, albeit one of steam and sulphur and ash. At six AU from its primary, it was farther out than Jupiter. And it was incredibly volcanic. I counted a dozen erupting cones as we skimmed over the planet's surface: leaping jets of fire that froze into grotesque black formations as they settled. Closer in, I could see smoldering lava lakes and walls of flame rising from jagged fissures; a tortured landscape of scarlet and black.

Tourists loved it.

Greg flew the stubby ship, diving recklessly low as we topped a broad rise that ended in an enormous lava lake. We circled it once, then settled down on a flat outcropping a kilometer below the lake rim. The absence of the ship's fusion roar left a ringing silence in my head.

We donned our bulky environment suits and checked out helmet-to-helmet intercoms. They sounded faint and scratchy even a few meters apart. We'd saved some money there.

Finally, one by one, we cycled out of the ship and stepped onto the surface of Epsilon Eridani VI. It was night, but that wasn't of much consequence so far from the primary. Particulates scattered the orange light so that a dull glow seemed to emanate from everywhere. The ground rumbled continuously beneath our feet.

I stood on a pocked slab of basalt. My limbs felt unresponsive; my stomach felt hollow. The mundane tasks helped a little. We opened the pods and unloaded our bubble-tired carryall and our boats. I felt almost comically awkward at first until I got the hang of the power assists in my suit. I crushed the first box I picked up, and, instead of pitching a coil of wire to Beak, I nearly sent it into orbit.

The tension ate at everyone, especially Greg. He snapped at all of us and alternated periods of brutal activity with long minutes spent staring at the fiery glow on the horizon.

I ran through the equipment list on my helmet monitor. "Did anyone find the patches and rivets?"

"Yeah," Gordon said. "They were in the bag with the tie-downs."

"How about the lights?"

"We're not going to need lights," Greg said. "It's bright enough. Come on, let's get going."

"Just a couple of more things—"

"Let's go, for Christ's sake."

I wondered how Greg had managed to stay attached to those rock faces on the Connolly Towers if he didn't have the patience to check out his equipment first.

He swung into the carryall and started it up. The others hustled in after him. I went through our gear, item by item, one more time, before I followed them.

Furious, Greg wound the turbine up to full whine and tore out across a plain that was as wrinkled as an elephant. As we approached the lava lake, the wrinkles turned into folds, then ridges, then crevasses. Steam rose from cracks and turned the rock slick and shiny. I watched Greg's manic driving technique more carefully than the nightmare terrain. I assumed, when the time came, I'd be doing most of the shuttle driving.

After an hour spent circling the fissures and the tilted slabs, we reached the base of a steep circular ridge. Greg, calmer now, stopped the carryall and pointed to me. He and I got out and climbed.

He waved to me from the top of the ridge. "Check this out, little brother."

I finished the climb and looked down, holding very tightly to a jagged tooth of basalt at the lip. A pool of molten rock at least a kilometer across simmered a few meters below us. Its surface was crusted over, but brilliant fresh lava showed through a shifting web of cracks.

The crater lip formed a perfect circle. At the far side I could just make out a large gap in the ridge where lava poured through in a smooth stream.

"We've come to the right place," Greg said. He pointed to the gap. "There's where our flow starts."

I switched to a private circuit. "Greg, it's hard to imagine this being the right place for anything. What the hell are we doing here?"

A bubble of lava rose from the depths of the planet. It stretched the lake's surface upward for a moment, then burst, sending out concentric waves. Greg didn't answer. The waves reached the crater rim and splashed up toward us. I recoiled.

Greg laughed a metallic laugh. I could just make out his fierce, knotted features through his faceplate.

"You're in my territory now, little brother." His voice was hard as stone. "None of your college degrees count for shit here. Remember that."

Another bubble rose in the lake below us, paused, and burst.

* * * * *

We were an hour working our way around the crater to the source of the flow. The slope was gentle just beyond the gap, and the flow meandered, thick and slow, almost coiling back on itself like a reptile. Surface tension kept the lava humped up two meters or more above the older, solid rock. Farther down, the flow picked up speed as the gradient steepened, finally rolling into a deep fissure in a valley far below us, nearly obscured by rising steam.

Greg studied the river, then looked at the three of us as we climbed out of the carryall, his eyes finally settling on Gordon. "Gordo, you drive shuttle this section," he said. A black space opened up in my stomach. My limbs felt numb. "What the hell, Greg?" Gordon asked.

"This is just the shakedown run. We'll go two klicks or so to that first big bend there." He pointed downslope. "See how the boats are holding together."

Gordon's mouth was still open. "It's okay," I said quickly, "I'll drive."

Greg glared for a moment, shook his head. I looked down at the black ledge. This wasn't the time to be challenging Greg's authority.

We unloaded the boats very deliberately. A scream came from overhead just as we were finishing-—a tourist ship flying low over the caldera. Greg shook his fist at its fusion tail.

"Gawk someplace else," he said. "This one's ours." 
Our gear was piled on a ledge a few centimeters above the surface of the flow. For a moment, we stood in an awkward semicircle around it. I looked at my boat. Its lines fell just short of beauty or elegance—they were a little too blunt and pragmatic. Just now I found that reassuring. I checked over my equipment, secured the uranium ballast along my boat's shallow keel. I snapped together the twin-bladed paddle, stepped into my woven carbon fiber spray skirt, sealed it around my waist. I concentrated on each individual task, forcing myself to ignore the lizard crawl of the lava and the sun-colored cracks in the surface of the flow.

The others climbed quietly into their boats, and I followed, my knees flexed slightly beneath the front deck, my hips wedged between the braces. I attached the spray skirt to the elliptical cockpit coaming.

An earthquake rocked us for a few seconds. I hardly noticed.

"Let's do it," Greg said. His tinny voice sounded calm and businesslike.

We wriggled forward, using our hands to slide the smooth hulls along the ledge. Greg slid into the flow first, followed by Beak. Their boats bobbed awkwardly and bumped into each other.

"Follow me," Greg said. "Catch every eddy I do."

One more push and I was in. The flow tugged at me gently. The lava sloshed in leisurely ripples. The black crust broke apart where my paddle struck it, and blindingly bright orange froth pushed up from underneath.

The boat was heavy.

I took a few experimental forward strokes. My suit motors shrieked at the resistance. It wasn't much like kayaking, really. What was needed here was power, not finesse.

Greg was already ten meters ahead. I dug in, trying to catch up. I was learning with every stroke. The first thing I noticed was how many different kinds of lava there were. The crusty kind broke apart with a crunch as my boat cut through it. Sticky lava was annoying—it built up on my paddle and hull until I stopped to shake it loose. And lava could be runny or thick, smooth or deeply textured. Boating through each was a different problem.

Gradually, I closed the gap with the others. But my arms ached and my boat refused to track. Each stroke threw me unpredictably off course.

Then we hit the first rapid. It was a simple half-meter drop without any obstructions. A broad V-shaped tongue of lava marked the best route, ending in a short set of standing waves. Bright peaks stuck up above black froth tumbling in the troughs.

Breathing hard, I got myself lined up with the smooth lava tongue and slid down cleanly. At the bottom, my boat plowed straight into the first wave. The force of the flow hit me like a wall. I pitched upward and stopped. I was turned sideways in an instant, and I had to dig my paddle into the flank of the wave to avoid flipping over.

The wave carried me up. I balanced for a second on its crest, still sideways, then rode down into the trough. I batted away thick froth and rode up the next wave. From the top I could see Greg and Beak floating in an eddy on river right. I took a few quick lateral strokes and swung in to join them.

"You okay?" Greg asked.

I tongued off my intercom and took several ragged breaths before turning it on again. "Nothing to it," I said.

He nodded. "Check your boats for thermal stress."

I looked at my temperature gauge, scanned my hull and spray skirt. No problems.

I began to feel a little more confident. Paddling through lava was work, even with the power assists, but a strategically positioned blade provided a lot of leverage.

Greg peeled out of the eddy, and I wobbled out after him, second in line. The current picked me up like a giant hand as I crossed the eddy line, propelling me downstream.

The flow had accelerated. Either the river was rising or the gradient of its bed was increasing. We were in a smooth section, perhaps thirty meters wide with pointed rocks lining both banks. The lava's viscosity was too great for riffles to form as they would have in water, but the crust on the surface wrinkled like an old man's eyes where the flow was the fastest. 
"Gordo, are you still with us?" I heard Greg ask. 
"Yeah, lots of quakes here." 
"Okay. Keep us in sight."

The crust started to break up on either side of my hull, and ellipsoidal waves of bright, pure lava rose and subsided as my passage disturbed the equilibrium of the surface. Ahead, I could see a horizon line where the river seemed to end. A muffled roar grew louder as we approached—more rapids.

"There's a slot on the far left," Greg said, shouting above the thudding of the lava.

I waited while Greg lined himself up. He nosed over the horizon line and vanished.

The radio was silent for ten seconds, then fifteen. I backpaddled, holding my position. Then I heard Greg trying to catch his breath. "That was a tricky one. Catch the eddy on river left." I let the stream take me for a while, then pulled to the left, trying to find the slot Greg had used. I could see the rapid now, a turbulent drop between twisted rocks.

To my right, the smooth, ellipsoidal waves I'd noticed earlier rose and fell, moving slightly faster than the flow; three of them, almost in formation. At the drop they detached from the flow and became three identical otter-shapes for a moment before vanishing into the turbulence. 
What the hell was that? I wondered.

Then I was in the rapid. I realized at once that I was too far to the left. My starboard gunwale dipped. I held my paddle shoulder high and buried its right blade into the lava in a high brace for support.

The river churned, stunningly bright, and curled back on itself in a froth of cooling red-black rock that splattered against my suit and faceplate.

I landed upright, but spun around backward, facing upstream. I floated helplessly past Greg as I struggled to get myself turned in the right direction.

I heard Beak asking Greg for directions.

"I'll catch the next eddy," I said, already twenty meters downstream.

Greg was talking to Beak; he just waved an affirmative at me.

The river was moving rapidly now. The lava in the center was almost entirely free of crust, and it glowed fiercely enough to blacken my faceplate.

I felt a strange exhilaration. Greg was right. My life was too much a product of the twenty-first century, stripped of its risk, bled of its variation and surprise. Repetitive. Experiences like this had to be sought out. They had to be manufactured if necessary…
I stopped paddling. Had it come to that? Did I have to jump six parsecs into a river of molten rock before I could truly experience life? I smiled, imagining Chi's deep, liquid laughter at the absurdity of that thought.

I drifted for a minute, resting my arms. I looked around for the elongated, bright waves that seemed so independent of the rest of the flow. I found them off my port bow, moving a little ahead of the current. I lined myself up behind one, studying its motion. After a few strokes, I developed a rhythm, keyed to its undulations, that seemed effortless and sure.

Amid the rising smoke and the crackling lava, I felt chilled. Those waves…what were they? I couldn't explain them as a hydraulic phenomenon. I couldn't explain them at all.

The flow constricted and hooked to the left around a jutting black monolith. Most of the current piled up against the right shore—a low shelf of rock at the outside of the turn.

The ellipsoidal waves slid far to the right. As I swung around behind them, I noticed that the banks were quickly becoming cliffs that rose ten meters or more above the flow. A short distance ahead, a big eddy churned behind a hooked rock.

I'd missed a couple of smaller eddies earlier so as not to lose contact with the waves. Now I nosed over, planted my paddle across the eddy line and pulled myself in. I looked behind me; the waves were continuing downstream. I wanted very badly to follow them.

There was no sign of Greg or the others. I blinked sweat out of my eyes—not being able to wipe my forehead was a real nuisance—and squinted through the rising steam.

"Where are you, big brother?"

Static.

Suit to suit communications evidently weren't very good around a bend in the river. Finally I heard faint grunts and curses.

"…lost Beak in the last rapid…came out of his boat. I'm fishing out gear. Where the hell are you?"

I guessed that Beak had flipped and failed to roll back up. The only thing he could do then was pop his spray skirt loose, swim out of his boat and get to shore quickly. The manufacturer estimated that our environment suits could handle submersion in lava for two to three minutes before the refrigeration failed.

Our plan had been to avoid those situations.

Finally, I heard the scrape of Beak's boat being dragged onto shore.

"Big brother, are you still there?" I asked.

"Yeah."

"Okay. I'm downriver—"

Dryly: "I had that figured out."

"—around a big left-hand bend."

Silence.

Then: "Not the turn with the big tombstone rock on the right?"

"Yeah, that's the one."

Silence again, static.

"You missed the takeout. You're in the canyon."

I looked around. It wasn't really a canyon, of course, it was an enormous fissure. Lava flows didn't last long enough to erode pre-existing rock on Epsilon Eridani VI. But it was deep and winding and precipitous just the same.

My stomach knotted up. "How long is it?"

"I don't know."

"Why the hell not?"

"Because we weren't planning on running it."

I closed my eyes. When I opened them again the walls seemed much closer.

Gordon's voice cut through the static. He must still have been on high ground. "Greg, you'd better get out. Get your boats two or three meters above the flow."

"What's up, Gordo?" Greg asked. The question sounded casual, but he spoke very clearly.

"The lake just rose—there was a huge bubble. It's up at least a meter. There's a big surge coming your way."

I could hear Greg's breathing. He could probably hear mine, too. I switched to a private channel.

"Greg, how am I supposed to take out? I'm up against a cliff."

"Can you climb it, abandon your boat?" Tension crackled in his voice.

"Not without ropes." I tried to keep my voice steady. "I think I'm going to have to run it. How long until the surge gets here?"

Greg checked back with Gordon. "Twenty minutes, maybe less. It's spreading out."

I looked around. One of the wave-otters bobbed in an eddy just downstream. At rest it seemed awkward, a fluid-filled membrane, balloonlike and flattened in a vaguely finlike way at the back.

What was that thing? It couldn't be alive, obviously. Nothing organic could survive in molten rock.

Except that it didn't have to be organic. It could be built out of silicates, with iron or magnesium serving the role of nitrogen in a conventional biochemistry—
"I'm on my way, little brother."

I returned, reluctantly, to the river.

"No, Greg. Don't do it. There's nothing you can do to help."

No answer. A minute later I saw him swinging around the bend in the river, his paddle blades cutting through the smoke and the bright rock.

I heard Greg's breath burn in his throat. He struggled to stay upright as he hit the eddy lines at the apex of the turn. There was no grace in his strokes; he was running purely on strength.

"You shouldn't have come after me," I said, suddenly angry. I was responsible for him now.

He exited the turn well downstream of my position; I was going to have to catch him. I lifted my paddle. My arms felt light—almost weightless—not at all tired. The sound and turbulence of the lava fused with my anger into one sensation. I brought my paddle down sharply, leaned downstream and pulled out of the eddy with a single stroke.

The wave-otter swam out as I approached, and I fell in line behind it. I was almost close enough to touch the thing with my paddle, but it remained inscrutable. Its shape changed the moment I felt I could finally describe it.

I signaled to Greg.

"Follow me for a while."

He lumbered to river left, ignoring me, staying in front.

After a few minutes the canyon narrowed and the flow picked up speed. Here the lava was almost free of black crust. My faceplate adjusted to its brightness at the expense of contrast. The riverscape flattened. The fissure walls, no more than a dozen meters away, became featureless black planes. Only the lava had texture. Everything about it was smooth, even the breaking chop and the whorls of rising steam and the froth that splashed against the canyon walls.

The next bend in the river was a rock garden with ropes of lava twisting between shards of older rock. I followed the wave-otter rather than Greg, timing my strokes to its moves.

At one short drop the thing leapt free of the flow, dripping flaming rock that blackened as it fell. Joined with the flow again, the creature—suddenly, I couldn't doubt its sentience—became discernable only by the way light reflected from its sleek surface.

A silicate matrix. Yes, it was just possible. Silicon bonded tetravalently, just like carbon. Certainly there was enough raw material. Silicate sheets, like mica, could form membranes. And the creature could oxidize refractory minerals in the flow for energy—not much energy, but the reaction kinetics in molten rock would be incredible…
I was through the last of the channels a few seconds later. I turned around and looked upstream for Greg. He was entering the last drop, positioned badly. A second later he cut across a slashing eddy line that whipped him around and flipped him over.

I backpaddled while Greg rolled up and struggled toward me through the standing waves. He looked shrunken, shoulders hunched, all his swagger gone.

"Let me take the lead," I said.

Greg's black helmet nodded once, mutely.

I dug in. The front edge of the surge Gordon had warned us about must have reached us. The river drove me forward. I felt as much a part of it as my rock-otter.

The canyon walls constricted around us, and the rapids became almost continuous—ledges, rock gardens, narrow slots, ranks of standing waves. Each one made me feel stronger, faster, more agile.

I slid between two sharp rocks and twisted quickly to the right to avoid a flow reversal, found a second slot and was actually airborne for a moment before landing in a small, quiet pool.

"Wait," Greg said breathlessly, only a few strokes behind me, "I need to rest."

"We aren't far ahead of the main surge. I can feel it."

"I just need a minute. This canyon opens up soon, I think. We'll be all right then."

I looked downstream. The canyon walls widened a little at the limit of my vision. Maybe. I shook my head. "Let's go."

The pool was ending. I spotted the rock-otter heading for a narrow channel at river left. The right channel looked wider and smoother, but I turned left without hesitation, following my bright companion.

The roar of descending rock sounded a deep organ note, felt more than heard. The power of the river shivered up the blade of my paddle and into my arms, into my brain.

The rapid was a serpent, negotiated with a brace and a flick of my paddle. At the bottom, I turned around and looked for Greg. He hadn't followed me; he'd taken the right channel. He was still at the top of the last drop, turned sideways. He bounced off a rock, fell a meter or more, then landed in a vicious reversal. I saw him flip, vanish from sight briefly, and finally wash out into the chop. He had to try twice before he managed to right himself.

He waved his arms strangely.

"Are you all right, Greg?"

"I can't see!" There was an edge of hysteria in his voice.

"Scrape your faceplate," I said, annoyed by his spastic motions. "It's covered with lava."

"I can't see" he repeated. "My legs are burning. There must be a tear in my suit."

I checked the telemetry. "There's nothing wrong. Your temperature readings are fine. You're sweating, that's all."

Greg calmed gradually and wiped the cooling rock from his helmet.

"You're okay?" I asked.

He nodded.

"What happened?"

"I didn't…get over soon enough." His words came out between gasps. "The river swept me to the right." He rested his paddle in front of him. "I can't do it. I can't go any farther."

I took a stroke toward him. "That's not one of our options, Greg. Be reasonable. There can't be much more of this."

He curled over his front deck, like a question mark. There was no fire left in him. "I just spent my last silver bullet, little brother. I knew it would happen sooner or later. I just can't do it."

"No. Listen to me. We can get through this." I spoke with all the certainty I could summon. "We have a guide."

From ahead came the deep rumble of an approaching rapid, far louder than anything I'd heard before. The walls were narrowing again. I looked for a place to eddy out and found none. At the far end of the pool, a huge black rock split the horizon line in half. Lava poured over the ledges on both sides in gouts of pure orange light.

"We have to move," I said. "The flow's rising again."

Greg drifted inertly, his paddle resting on his front deck. The rapid was less than thirty meters away. The wave-otter swam in a lazy circle in front of us. I pointed to it.

"Do you see that?"

"What?"

"That ripple in the surface with the flukes in back. Do you see how it moves? It's not part of the river. It's alive. I've been following it."

Greg sat perfectly still.

"I'm serious. It always finds the best way through the rapids. I don't know how."

Our hulls collided with a clang. Greg still didn't move.

"Greg, please. Just believe me for once."

He shook his head. "How can anything live here? It would burn up."

"Not if it was made of rock." I didn't know where to begin. "I haven't really had time to work out the biochemistry yet—I haven't had time to work out any of this yet. But it wouldn't take much. Just a slight rearrangement of the elements in the medium. A little more order, a little more structure. That's all life is, really."

The black wrap-rock at the top of the rapid grew as I spoke, tearing a tooth-shaped hole in the sky. The fissure walls blocked out any illumination from above. I felt disoriented, as if I were suspended upside down beneath a boiling cloud of light.

Dropping over a small ledge, the creature jumped free of the flow for a second, then moved to the left.

"Did you see that?" I asked. I had to shout over the rapids now. "Did you see how it moved?"

I heard Greg mutter: "Jesus."

We were ten meters from the main drop. Lava churned and spattered at the base of the big rock at its center. The wave-creature lined itself up with the left chute. I slid in behind it. I saw Greg lift his paddle, hesitate.

The river shook me like a jackhammer. The noise blotted out any thought.

I shouted: "Left, Greg. Go left!"

He drifted, motionless, for another sound-shattered second, then took two hard strokes to the right. Just before the rock-tooth sheared between us I saw him raise his paddle slowly free of the river.

I braced hard, trying to hold my position in the pounding flow. The lava-creature breached and passed over the ledge, riverlight glittering on its teardrop belly.

At the last moment I saw over the ledge. It was an unobstructed drop into a pool five meters below. Then I was airborne, weightless. The pool, crusted black, flew silently toward me and swallowed the nose of my boat up to the coaming.

My body whipped forward at the impact. Muscles and ligaments tore in my back. The lava held my boat for a second, then expelled it like a bubble, flipping me end over end until I landed, miraculously upright and at rest.

A minute passed before I would wipe the rock from my faceplate and look back upstream. The sound of the falls was already remote. I searched the right channel, the route Greg had taken. It splashed over ranks of basalt needles and wound through deeply undercut boulders. A suicide run.

There was no sign of Greg's boat.

Long, smooth-topped waves rolled past, slapping against the canyon walls and turning me downstream.

"Greg?" I whispered. "Can you hear me?"

A swell swept by. One of its echoes shoved my boat against the wall at the far left of the pool with a hollow thud.

"Greg…"

Just downriver the canyon walls dropped off dramatically. A hundred meters away, at the inside of a left-hand turn, was a broad shelf where I could beach my boat.

The wave-creature breached beside me, paused above its own concentric ripples and fell back with a splash.

I paddled closer to the creature. "How are you going to get back upstream?" I asked it. "You'll never be able to jump those falls."

Nothing happened. I don't know what I expected.

The creature leapt clear of the flow again.

"What's the matter, little guy?"

Then I felt it. The river shook with an intense subsonic rumble. A tremendous wave of lava poured over the falls, knocking rocks loose and roaring toward us in a river-wide bore.

There was no question of out-distancing it. All I could do was point myself downstream and brace as the wave swept me forward. I was lifted until the river plain opened up below me. I could see where the flow swung around, then spread into a vast, cracked delta of cooling rock.

The wave slewed left as it rounded the bend, flowing over the low inside bank. I braced against the force that wanted to twist me further downstream. Tendons screamed in my back and arms. I was high up in the curl, where the flow was still smooth and uniform, but I caught a glimpse of the lava-creature below me, thrashing in the black turbulence at the wave's base.

My edge of the bore lost force as it rode up the shelving bank. I spent the last of my strength holding my position while foam and spray surged around me. I windmilled desperately, fighting my way inch by inch up the bank as the broken flank of the wave receded.

I took one more stroke and felt my keel touch solid rock.

* * * * *

I lay on a tilted black plain, unable to release my grip on my paddle. Pain slashed like a knife in my back. Below me, pseudopods of lava retreated toward the main flow. I searched the bank. Five meters further up the slope the wave-creature writhed on the jagged surface.

I tore my hands free and ripped off my spray skirt, pulled myself out of my boat. My legs collapsed beneath me when I tried to stand. I struggled back to my knees and crawled the rest of the way.

The creature stopped moving as I reached it, its body twisted unrecognizably. Escaping gas bubbles pocked smooth skin that turned from orange to red as I watched, then from red to black.

The river seeped up the bank one more time, its steaming fingers just touching the battered hull of my boat. Receding, it deposited a glossy, spherical object half-filled with cooling lava.

Greg's helmet.

* * * * *

Our carryall jolted toward me across the wrinkled landscape, stopping a few meters from my boat. Beak and Gordon got out. They looked wordlessly at the helmet, then looked at me.

"What happened?" Beak asked uncertainly. "You were out of sight…"

Tendrils of smoke rose from the now-still river surface and curled around us like attenuated fingers.

I hesitated. I didn't know how to answer. The truth was upstream, irretrievable. Greg had bought my silence forever in that moment at the top of the falls.

I watched the smoke rise toward the empty sky. Then I did what I had to do: I told them the official story. I explained how Greg had followed me after I'd blundered into the canyon, how he'd led me unerringly through the rapids and preceded me over that last big drop. I repeated his calm, final message warning me to take the other channel as a ton of lava impaled him on a basalt spire. It was the story I'd be telling my father and my mother, the story I'd be repeating for the rest of my life.

I walked back to the edge of the river, picked up his helmet and flung it as far out over the flow as my suit motors could manage.

I turned back to Gordon and Beak. They stood silently, respecting my grief. In truth, I felt none. Chi would understand. Greg had what he wanted. He'd finished defining himself. I'd just started, however. I was responsible for my brother's death. How could I put down the work he'd left undone? Suddenly I saw the price I'd have to pay—in the end, I'd have to become my brother.

A sigh of escaping steam sounded near me, rising sharply in pitch. I squinted in the dull red riverlight. There was a dull crack, and the frozen rock-otter split unevenly in two. I knelt and touched its moist interior, tracing the dark cross-sections of its internal organs. I shook my head. Our expedition completely lacked the tools I needed to understand this creature. I needed micromanipulators, spectrometers, microscopes, calorimeters. It was a project no research institution would touch. I'd need sponsors and a leave from my job. I'd need a team.

Gordon and Beak still hadn't moved. They were looking at me with a queer intensity; I knew what they wanted: I knew what they needed. Someone to follow. Someone like me.

"Load my boat onto the carryall," I said curtly. "We have a lot to do."
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