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In the fast-paced and exotic adventure that follows, she takes us along to a
distant alien planet, with interstellar |ocation-scout Lydia Duluth, as Lydia
encounters a strange and powerful nenace —and nakes a rather peculiar new
friend as well.

Later on, Lydia Duluth referred to this adventure as “Mby Quilt,” though the
ani mal in question was not named Mby, and there was no one on the ship |like
Ahab. It began on Newt ucket, an Earth-normal world orbiting a gas giant. The
systemis star was smaller and cooler than Sol, and the giant’s average

di stance fromits primary was about one AU As a result, Newtucket existed in
an ice age that ebbed and flowed, but never ended. d aciers covered nost of

the land, and life was alnost all in the ocean, floating in chilly surface
waters, rooted in cold shallows or clustered at the edges of boiling deep-sea
vents. These | ast were common. The giant’s tidal pull, and that of its other

nmoons, kept Newt ucket active.

As Lydia clinmbed fromthe spaceport cab, she saw a vol cano on an of fshore
island, its plune trailing into the deep blue sky. Newtucket’s primary fl oated
above the plume: a crescent softly banded in tan and pink. The crescent was

| arge enough to be inpressive, though Lydia had seen |l arger giants in the

ski es of other moons. Mst of those nmobons no | onger rotated, and nany had been
sterilized by their giant’'s radiation. Newtucket was far enough out fromits
primary to be habitable and to have a day that was only slightly |onger than
Earth standard. Sonme grandeur had been | ost through distance. One shoul d not
conplain. This was still a pretty world, with potential for dranma.

The vol cano night erupt, for exanple; or a story’s hero mght be chained to a
rock, as one of Newtucket’'s high tides rolled in, rising —how many neters?
Twenty? Thirty?

She slung the satchel hol ding her recorder over one shoul der, picked up her
bag, and wal ked into the waterfront hotel. Wenever possible, she stayed in
sight of an ocean. It nust have to do with her chil dhood, spent on the broad
i nl and plains of a distant planet.

The desk clerk was human. “Do you really work for Stellar Harvest?” he asked,
as he processed her reservation

O course she did. It said so right on his screen. Lydia nodded.
“Do you know Wazati Tl 00?”

The conpany’s rising star. Lydia had discovered him but was not about to
admit this to a fan.



“I"'min love with Tloo,” the clerk went on. “So handsone! So nmscul i ne! That
gol den skin! That nmane of dark red hair!”

It wasn’'t hair, actually, but a crest of feathers.

“I"ve activated your key, Mss Duluth. The elevator’s at the end of the hall.
Your roomis no snoking, with a view of the harbor. Have a nice visit in
sceni ¢ Newt ucket Town.”

Lydi a t hanked himand rode up to a generic human hotel room nmade fanmiliar by
years of travel ampong the stars. She unpacked, showered, put on new cl ot hes,
and went onto her bal cony. As promised, it overlooked the harbor. In the

di stance, the volcanic island snoked, its icy shoulders gleanming in the
afternoon sunlight. A few boats were tied to the docks. In the nmiddle of the
harbor was a sl eek, white vessel, bristling with instrumentation. This was her
destination: the research ship Persistent.

She | eaned on the balcony’s railing, enjoying the view Sonewhere out there,
nost |ikely beyond the breakwater, was her personal reason for comng to this
world: a fifteen meter long marine creature from another star system Like
Lydia, Kr’'x was intelligent, and like her, he had an Al woven into his
nervous system This, conbined with the radi os used for ordinary conmunication
bet ween hi s species and hunmanity, ought to nean that she could speak to him
directly, mind-to-nmnd. This kind of closeness with a human woul d be
enbarrassi ng and disturbing. But an ocean predator with five eyes and a
multitude of tentacles could hardly sit in judgment on her. For one thing, he
was physically incapable of sitting.

Remenmber, her Al said. Your conversation will be nediated by two Als. This
will not be a duet, but rather a quartet.

You' re getting netaphoric, Lydia thought.

That is your influence. W re too closely connected. | amnot the Al | used to
be.

She thought she caught a hint of hunor, but this was hardly likely. The Als
were a notoriously hunorless crew.

She got her recorder and panned the harbor. By |eaning off one end of the

bal cony, she could record the town as well. Concrete buildings with netal
roofs clinbed a steep hill. Beyond themrose a range of nountains, black stone
peaks streaked white with ice and snow. One nountain smoked a little, its thin
pl ume hal f-veiling the anber-yell ow sun.

A very pretty world. After a while, she pulled on a jacket and went out for a
wal k. In many ways, this was her favorite part of any journey: wandering al one
wi th her recorder over one shoulder. The cold air had a tangy, unfaniliar
scent, and the gravity was |light conpared to the |ast world she’d been on. Her
step felt bouncy. The fatigue of a long trip fell away.

There were racks near the harbor. The local sea life hung fromthem I|ong red
streanmers that faded as they dried. Like nost of the animal life on this

pl anet, they were flat and al nost featurel ess, except for grooves that made
them | ook quilted. The creatures here were no wi der than her arm and maybe
twice as long. Qut in the ocean were huge, rectangular mats that neasured ten
t housand square neters. Like their small relatives, they were grooved. Unlike
their relatives, they were not harvested. The Persistent was going out to
study the mats. Lydia was goi ng al ong.



She had dinner in a waterfront café. The tide was coming in. The docks, which
had | ooked ridiculously tall, |ooked ordinary now, and nore boats were tied
up. One was unloading. A crane lifted a net full of red sea ribbons into air.
Lydi a recorded the scene, getting the giant’s crescent above the bl ack
angul ar crane. Years of working for Stellar Harvest had given her a pretty
good eye.

She was on a final cup of decaf coffee when sonmeone stopped at her table.
“Lydi a Dul ut h?”

Looki ng up, Lydia saw a broad, strong-Ilooking human woman with dark brown
skin. Her bright blue hair was cropped short. Her eyes were topaz-yellow
“ Yes ?!!

The wonman held out a hand. “1’m Jez Bonbay, captain of the Persistent.”

They shook. Lydia gestured. The captain sat down. “W're | eaving tonorrow on
the tide, which nmeans you should be on board by noon.”

Lydi a nodded. A human wait canme over; Captain Bonbay ordered a beer
“Where is K r’'x?" Lydia asked

“Beyond the breakwater. He says the harbor tastes funny and is far too noisy.
Al'l these engines! A squid can’t hear hinmself think.”

“He isn't a squid,” Lydia observed.

Jez nodded. “But there is a simlarity —superficial, | will grant you, and
his name for his people can’'t be said by hunmans.”

Deep Divers, they called thensel ves. Fast Swimers. The G eat-Eyed. Those of
Many Graspi ng Tentacl es.

Why are you so interested in this creature? her Al asked.

The Divers may not be the strangest intelligent life humanity has ever net,
Lydia thought in reply. But beyond question, they are different.

The captain drank her beer; she and Lydia chatted about Stellar Harvest. It
was the inevitable conversation. Did she know Wazati Tl oo? Had she known the
| egendary Ali Khan, now retired and growi ng roses on Earth? Wiat was Cy

Mel bourne really |ike?

Actually, it was easy to talk about all three. Tloo was a dear, sweet fell ow
with the | ooks of a bodhisattva and the brains of a brick. Ali Khan —a
gentle, intelligent nan of awesome physical ability —had been a pleasure to
know. Cy was less likable, due to his fondness for practical jokes; but he got
the job done and didn't screw his fell ow workers over, nost |ikely because

he’d cone up through the ranks, starting as a stunter. Still and all, this was
a conversation about phantons. The people that fascinated Jez Bombay did not
exist, were figures nade of light. The people Lydia knew —gentle Ali, naive

Tl oo, and crude Cy —were sonething else entirely.
They parted finally. Lydia wal ked back to the hotel

In the norning, she packed, left the hotel, and found a watercab that took her
to the Persistent. The ship was fifty nmeters long, with a knife-thin prow and
two massive engines. She couldn’'t see the engines, but she’'d read a
description, and the twin screws were visible as the cab came around the



stern, sunlight slanting through the water to light their thick shafts and
broad, thick bl ades.

A crew nmenber hel ped her on board and led her to a cabin. It |ooked oddly Iike
her hotel room of the night before. Snaller and nore cranped, with no bal cony,
and a circular window, but otherw se —

“Why are the wi ndows on ships circul ar?” she asked.
“A better seal,” the sailor answered. “Wndows | eak at their corners. Al so
tradition. Porthol es have al ways been round.”

Lydi a unpacked for the second tine in two days, then went up on deck. It was a
little before noon. She could hear the engines starting up, a deep thrum
rising frombel ow She wal ked forward to the knife-prow and | eaned over. The
wat er was clear and blue. A sea-ribbon swam just under the surface,
undul ati ons noving through its long, flat, rust-brown body.

Buddha, she felt good

Alittle past noon, the anchor came up, pulled by an automatic winch, with a
sai |l or standi ng by and watching. Lydia kept out of the way. The engine’s sound
changed. The Persistent backed first, then turned and headed out. Lydia
recorded the harbor, the town, the island volcano, its plume pulled into a

di agonal by the wi nd.

A narrow channel, marked with buoys, |ed past the breakwater. Waves foanmed and
crested beyond.
“I amToo Ziri,” a person said, conmng up next to Lydia. She was slender, with
a gol den skin and brown hair —no, these were feathers —ruffled by the w nd.

Clearly, she was the sane species as Wazati TI oo, though her clothing was
human: yel | ow wat er proof boots, black pants, and a bright blue anorak. “You
are Lydia Duluth.”

Lydi a hesitated, then nodded.

“Don’t worry. Those of us who are progressive have forgiven you for hel ping
Wazati Tl oo escape our hone planet, and his exploits in drama have shown us

anything is possible. I"'mhere on this world because of Tloo in his first
starring role, Star Dunp. He made a fine heroic convict, unjustly condemed to
l[ife in the dunmp and fighting for his freedom Seeing that, | knew | could,

and woul d, escape ny culture, and here | am a scientist on a human research
ship.”

“You saw Star Dunp on your honme worl d?” Lydia asked

“No. It was banned there, as you ought to know. | was off-planet, studying the
theory of inter-species comrunication at a human institution of higher
| earning. After | saw Dunp, | knew | would not go home. Here is the radio we

use for communication with Kr’x.”
It was an ordi nary, ol d-fashioned headset, held on by tension

“K'r'x has a radio connected to his Al, as you do not, | understand. The Al
transl ates his thoughts into humani sh and broadcasts the translation to us. W
recei ve the nmessages on a radio like this one, though ours have ear plugs and
a mke. We have nodified this one, so your Al can plug directly into it. The
nm ke and ear plugs have been renoved, since you are going to be talking



m nd-to-nmind. | have to say, | envy you! But not enough to ask for an Al
i nside nmy skull.”

I am not sure that she could get one. W are selective. Though she does seem
to be an avant guardist, and that is what we're interested in.

“Where is he?” Lydia asked. The ship was rocking a little now, as it plunged
t hrough the foam ng water. \WAs she going to be seasick? At the nonent she did
not know.

“There,” said Ziri and pointed.

He was pacing them a long, pale body just bel ow the waves, breaking the
surface now and then. Lydia saw a sleek, wet back. Afin lifted into view,
triangul ar and very large, alnost as long as his body at its base. K r’x dove.

Shortly thereafter, he rose again. She caught sight of the tentacles that
ringed his mouth. They were not nade fornidable by suckers, but by spines and
hooks. Two, she knew, ended in clusters of small, agile, subsidiary tentacles
that coul d be used as hands.

H s head was bul bous. Two of the five eyes were in front, giving him
stereoscopic vision. Two nore were on the sides. They were huge, with v-shaped
pupils. As well as watching to the left and right, they | ooked down. In the

i nky deeps where his people hunted, these were the npost effective eyes. One

| ast eye, the smallest, was on the back of his head, where the head sl oped
toward his torpedo-shaped body. Nothing snuck up on a Diver from behind.

K r’x dove again.

Ziri handed the radio to Lydia. “I'"mcertain you want to talk with him?”

“In a noment,” Lydia said.

Kr'x surfaced again. This time she saw one of the huge side-eyes, its pupi
narrowed at the nonent. The iris was silver-grey, a good match for the body,
pal e grey and speckled like a trout.

The nmouth was anot her difference fromsquid. It was a circle of triangular

pl ates, which nmuscles forced together. The plates were edged with teeth, and
there were nmore teeth in the Diver’s throat. Miuch of its native food was
arnored. The plate teeth sheared through arnor, while the throat teeth crushed
it; then the Diver’s tongue —long, delicate, and sensitive —extracted the
inner animal fromits broken shell

Your interest in this creature is disturbing, her Al said.
I"’ma romantic, Lydia thought. This is a romantic being.

“Do you need hel p?” Ziri asked. She took the headset and pressed it. A
transparent, glassy wire came out the mddle. “The socket for your computer is
at the top of your skull, | understand. Just push the wire in and snug the set
to your head. You will be in conmunication.”

Lydia did as instructed. The ship vani shed, and she seemed to be in a naze of
glass, light shining through it, refracting and reflecting. An Al operating
system she recognized it from past encounters. Prograns —transparent,
colorless, as flexible as fish —nmoved through the crystal maze. None of this
was real, of course. Rather, it was a netaphor, a way of understandi ng
somet hi ng that was outside human experience, beyond human conprehension. In



spite of what she saw and felt, Lydia was still on the ship s deck, staring at
t he ocean.

Sonet hi ng approached her. Huge, dark, and apparently solid, it was nothing

i ke anything she’d ever seen in an Al. It pushed through the walls of
crystal, the angular rays of light, as if both were insubstantial, as they in
fact were.

For a nonent, as the great dark body | ooned over her, Lydia panicked. She
reached to renove the radio set. The thing engul fed her

Aha! | have seized you! You are eaten! You are nine
Kr’x?

Yes. Are you arnored? |Is there anything | need to crush? O can | nerely
t ongue?

Try tonguing first, Lydia thought.

The crystal maze vani shed. Lydia was back on the ship, which she had never
left, still leaning on the railing. Kr’x surfaced again, a tentacle rising
well into air. It ended in a group of fornidabl e-looking spines.

“He’s waving,” said Ziri and waved back

Lydia could feel himinside her head, an unfamiliar sonething that noved anong
her thoughts. At times —it was the damedest sensation —it seened as if a

t hought had been hooked or grabbed. A passing idea —ny, the water is clear —
Buddha, this situation is scary —would suddenly jerk, twi st, and be gone.

Coul d you be less intrusive? Lydia asked.

| ama predator, Kr’'x replied. But | will try.

The sense of strangeness di m ni shed.

| thought you were going to mediate this, Lydia said to the Al.

He has a surprisingly strong mind, and his Al seens to be willing to let him
have his way. There is always the danger of contam nation, when one co-exists
so closely with an intelligent life form

You are lovely, said Kr’'x. Like a grove of seaweed or a school of fish. What

i deas you have! So quick and flexible! So deeply rooted and delicately
branching! | mated many tines before |I left nmy home planet, but | never felt
anything like this. | wonder what kinds of mnds the wonen of ny species have?
What would it be like, if we could touch each other so deeply?

The fenmal es of his species were larger than the males; Lydia saw one, as K r’'x
renenbered. A gigantic, pale torpedo swinmng through sunlit water, her eyes
gol den, her skin tawny. To K r’x she was lovely. Their courtship began as a
chase, the quicker male darting around his huge and graceful hoped-for nate,
touching her lightly, then speeding away, as she struck out —not angry wth
the male, but flirting.

At last, the fermal e sl owed; the chase becanme a dance with twi sting tentacles
and undul ating fins. As the dance continued, the fermal e’ s skin grew fl ushed,
and Lydia thought she could feel heat in her own body. Was she feeling K r’'x
menory of his own flushed skin? The dancers net. Their tentacles wound



t oget her. Dangerous nout hs open, they intertwi ned their tongues. A deep hum
like the sound of engines seened to fill Lydia's ears and throat: K r’x and

his mate singing. It was, she had to admit, wonderfully —and enbarrassingly —
erotic.

Kr’x stroked the fermale, then reached back with one of his handed tentacles
to where his spermwas being extruded as a gel ati nous bl ob. Taking hold of the
bl ob gently, he brought it to his mate’'s senen-receiving duct and inserted it,
whil e continuing to stroke and sing.

“Are you all right?” asked Ziri.
Lydi a gl anced around, suddenly renenbering where she was. “Why?”

“You are groaning.”
“I"'mfine,” Lydia said, then added in a thought to Kr’x, This has to stop. |
can’t be having this kind of response in public.

Are you not enjoying the nmenory? Do you have a problemw th sex?
Let me attenpt to nmediate, the Al said.

The sense of the Diver’s presence decreased, as if something —distance or a
pane of glass —had been put between himand Lydia. She pulled the headset
down, so it hung around her neck, then exhal ed. “Buddha! \What an experience!”

“What happened?” Ziri asked.
“First he ate nme, then we had sex. Oy gevalt!”
“Are you sure you understood? There was not a problemw th conmuni cati on?”

“I think not,” said Lydia. She rubbed her neck under the headset’s band. In
spite of the cold wind, she was sweating, and she noticed suddenly that the
headset’ s ends had joi ned together, making a collar. She tugged. The collar
woul dn’t open.

“Press here,” said Ziri and denonstrated. The headset unl ocked. “This function
makes it difficult to |lose the radio. They' re expensive, and in bad weat her
anything that isn't fastened will go overboard.”

A remarkabl e creature, her Al said. If you put the headset back on, | wll
attenpt to conmunicate with his Al.

Not now, Lydia thought. In the water next to the Persistent, K r’x surfaced
again, this time waving a tentacle arned with hooks. “How did anyone figure
out his species was intelligent?”

“Their kindergartens,” Ziri answered.
“ \N]at ?”

“I't’s an anci ent human word, neaning a garden for children. The Diver children
are small when born, no |onger than ny hand. They can swi mand feed, but they
are not intelligent. As you m ght imagine, they are vul nerable. Their parents
build an artificial reef by arranging rocks in a circle on a ‘nursery bottom’
a broad expanse of sand. Then the parents place sessile animals on the reef,
along with plants that attract specific kinds of fish —small ones, which the
Di ver young can hunt in safety. Seaweed is planted in the center of the reef,



and the Diver nothers attach their eggs to the seaweed. Wen the eggs hatch
the young find thenselves in a garden. Their parents surround the garden
floating above and around it, naking sure that nothing dangerous is able to
enter.”

How sweet, Lydia thought.

“When human explorers came to the Diver hone planet, they took one | ook at the
gardens and knew —or at |east suspected —they were the work of thinking
bei ngs.”

“Way is he on this world?” she asked Ziri. “Wiy does he have an Al ?” The
headset had reclosed. She didn't want to unlock it, feeling reluctant to put
it on.

“He wanted to travel,” Ziri said. “Wen one is fifteen neters |ong and
aquatic, a journey to the stars is not easy. The Als agreed to help him if he
woul d agree to an observer. Since they control FTL, it was easy for themto
bring himfirst to the school where | studied, then here.”

“What does he eat?” Lydia asked, renmenbering that the life on this world did
not nourish humans. The sea-ribbons she’d seen drying were not eaten, but
ground up and used to enrich the soil of greenhouses.

“His bio-chemstry is oddly simlar to that of humans.”
“You don't feed himvegetabl es fromthe greenhouses?”

“The human colonists are trying to introduce fish in protected fjords. W
nodi fied his enzynes, and now he is able to eat those fish. Though what he
wants, K r’x has told us, is arnored fish, large and crunchy, able to swim
fast enough to give hima good hunt.”

Lydia went to her cabin, lay on the bed, took a deep breath, unlocked the
headset, and plugged it in.

For a nonent, she was in the crystal maze. Then she was in the ocean, blue
wat er rushing past her and through the two tubes that went the |l ength of her
body, bringing oxygen to her gills, taking waste away. Her —hi s —dangerous
nmout h was open, the delicate tongue tasting for food. There was only the
flavor of sea ribbons and mats, foreign and unpl easant.

You are back, K r’x said. Have | eaten you again? | feel as if you' re inside
ne.

Why did you want to travel ? Lydi a asked.

W do not travel anmong the stars. We know only what other species tell us.
wanted to taste alien waters, rise into alien sunlight, dive into the

bl ackness of alien deeps, eat creatures that never swamin mnmy planet’s ocean
and mate in ways new to ny species.

Hs tentacles were rolled up around his head, she noticed. H's broad fins beat
strongly. Miscle contractions forced water through and out his

br eat hi ng- and-excreting tubes, driving himforward. What a renarkabl e
creaturel

Do you know where we’'re goi ng? she asked

In search of one of those untasty mat animals. | do this to be obliging, but I



thi nk the humans on the ship are fools. The mats can’'t be eaten or fucked or
tal ked to. \Why bother? He dove, taking her down into blue shadows. Sea-ribbons
wriggled around them K r’x snapped one up, then spat it out. The pieces
wriggled awnay.

Now she heard a second voice, her Al: His observer says the Divers’ |anguage
is so different fromhumanish that it can’'t be translated. The Al sends
experiences in code to the computer that is inside every ordinary headset, and
this computer —a human machi ne, not one of us —turns the code into words.

But your headset does not have a human conputer. | am supposed to serve the
same purpose. | have failed. | amgiving you experiences, not words.

K r’'x dove deeper. They were skimm ng over a forest of sessile ribbons. Muth
open, he and Lydia tasted a nmultitude of strange excretions.

This is not excrement, K r’'x said. But conmunication
You said it was inpossible to talk with the life here, Lydia thought.

This is not |anguage, but the nessages that life forns without intelligence
send. Everything in this ocean is related; everything comunicates; but they
say nothing to which we can respond.

Lydi a took off the headset and dozed for a while, having bad dreans. Finally,
she woke fully, rose, showered, put on new clothes, and went back on deck

The giant’s crescent hung in the sky. A spark gl owed beside it, al nost
certainly a noon. Around the pair were high, thin clouds, the kind naned
mayor’'s tails. Way would a mayor —a human official, still existing on sone
pl anets —have a tail? Lydia went to the prow and | et w nd bl ow past her
whi | e she recorded sky and ocean.

Bright yellow disks floated in the water, just below the surface. Their size
varied between a neter and a tenth of a neter; their grooves were radial, so
they |l ooked like finely cut pies. Mire local life.

A man appeared next to Lydia: tall, broad and black, with black hair that hung
inringlets to his shoulders and a wide, curly beard streaked with grey. H s
face was one of those odd throwbacks to a previous stage of human history. It
bel onged in ancient Persia: the eyes large and fringed with long |ashes, the
nose curved, the lips full. Lydia could inmagine himin Persepolis, dressed in
a robe, bringing prisoners and gifts to the king of kings. Instead, he was on
the Persistent, wearing navy waterproof pants and a bright red anorak

“I am Dr. Johannesburg,” he said, holding out a hand. “The senior scientist on
board.”

They shook, and he gestured toward the yell ow disks. “If you turned one of

t hose over, you’' d discover that the central side is pitted with holes. The
holes are lined with cilia. Mcroorganisns are driven in and dissolved with
enzynes. The animal —the local nanme for themis ‘coaster’ —absorbs whatever
is useful. The remainder is driven out.”

“Why do they have nmany nouths, instead of one?”

He shrugged. “The life here relies on repetition; since this world is full of
life, we can conclude that the strategy works.”

“These aren’t the mats you want to study,” Lydia said.



“Heavens, no! Though they’'re interesting in their own right. The problemwth
all large animals is how to increase surface area. On Earth, and on many

Eart h-normal planets, the strategy has been to create inner surfaces: |ungs,
guts, and so on. W and our relatives are tubes. Nutrients go in one end.
Waste conmes out the other.” He paused.

“The animals of this planet use another strategy. Rather than beconi ng tubes,

t hey have becone quilted sheets. The result is structural sinplicity. But
there is nothing sinple about their chenistry. Even the ribbons produce a
remarkabl e array of organic chemicals. Mnd you, all life —true life, able to
mai ntain itself and reproduce —is chemcally conplex. Do you have any idea of
t he nunber of enzymes a bacteriummust use in order to repair its DNA?

“No,” said Lydia, afraid that the doctor was going to tell her

Instead, he leaned on the railing and | ooked down at the disks. A school of
rust-brown ribbons had joined them fluttering between and under. At nost, the
ri bbons were two hundred centinmeters |ong, but easy to see in the wonderfully
transparent water. “The chemi stry of these aninmals seenms unusually conmplex to
me; possibly because | don’t understand it. W haven’t had the tinme to study
any world as thoroughly as we have studied Earth. As a result, nuch of our
work is still taxonomy. We are nmerely listing the kinds of life we find and
maki ng guesses about how they are related. | intend to do nore.”

Lydi a recorded the di sks and ribbons, then excused herself and wal ked to the
stern. For a while, she stood watching the waves, which were cresting gently,
produci ng al nrost no foam The sky was enpty except for clouds, the giant, and
Newt ucket’ s sun

Where this world’ s land was not covered with ice, there was sone vegetation
low red and brown plants, none of themwith | eaves. Many ki nds of snal

ribbons lived in the soil like worns; a few ani mals had devel oped | egs, one
pair to each segnent, and could walk atop the soil. But nothing in this world
flew

She went inside finally, got out her conputer and input conments on the world,
not much as yet. It was early days. Then she wote a letter to Wazati Casoon
the holo star’s twin brother, who was al so his agent. She had devel oped a
friendship with Cas. Since he was a eunuch, the hornones that so often
confused Tloo’'s mental processes did not trouble him He was a cl ear-t hinking,
busi nessl i ke bei ng, who kept her up-to-date on studio gossip. Every field

wor ker needed an informant in the home office. It reduced the chances of an
unpl easant surpri se.

That done, she went to dinner, which took place in a | ounge overl ooking the
stern. The sun was goi ng down as she wal ked in. CGolden Iight slanted through
the I ounge’ s wi ndows. For a nonent, she was dazzl ed, then she saw Dr.
Johannesburg. He waved her to a table where he sat with Captain Bonbay and a
handsome brown wormman with frizzy yellow hair, fastened with a clip at the back
of her neck. Beyond the clip, the hair expanded into a wide, bristly tail that
ought to belong to a conet. “This is Dr. Diop,” Dr. Johannesburg said. “She’'s
a taxonom st.”

Dr. Diop smiled briefly. “Doubtless you have heard Dr. J's opinion of
taxonony. He believes that |ife can be explained through reduction. To him an
animal is a bag of chemicals.”

“On this world, yes,” Dr. Johannesburg said in a good-hunored tone.

Ch good, thought Lydia. A dinner table discussion of the conparative nerits of



t axonony and bi ochemi stry!
But the captain asked, “How do you like Kr’x?"
“An amazi ng being.”

“He’ s conpl ai ni ng about you already,” Dr. Diop said. “You are ignoring him He
wants conversation. He wants to eat and be eaten.”

“I't’s not an easy experience,” Lydia said.
“We have to keep himhappy,” said Dr. Diop. “He collects specinmens for ne, and
Dr. Johannesburg is planning to use himto study the mats.”

Dr. Johannesburg said, “W are planning to have himsw munder the mats and
record their ventral surfaces; external structures —if any —should be there,
and he will take tissue sanples. W know not hi ng about these creatures except
for satellite pictures, which showthemmgrating slowy north and south in
ocean currents. If they die, the remains do not wash to shore. The |ocal human
col ony has been instructed to avoid the mats, until we can study them”

“OfF course, humans don’t always obey rules,” said Dr. Diop. “But we haven't
heard about any encounters.”

“The | ocal s say the mats are dangerous,” Captain Bombay put in. “They know
we're killing their relatives, the ribbons, and they don’t like it.”

Dr. Johannesburg frowned “Were did you learn this?”
“Where you learn everything in a harbor town. The bars.”

Dr. Johannesburg waved a hand in dismssal. “Humans have al ways made up
stories about nonsters in deep water.”

“Danger ous how?” asked Dr. Diop

“The stories vary. But one crew wonman told me —granted, she was not entirely
sober —that she knew of two boats that never canme home after going into the
regi ons where mats are found. One sent a final radi o nessage, sonething about
its engines failing, and then, ‘Ch ny God, the mat!’” Bonbay spoke
thrillingly, like an actor in a bad hol opl ay.

“Ri di cul ous!” said Dr. Johannesburg.
“You're alnpst certainly right,” the captain said. “The boats were fishing
trawl ers that vanished in bad weather. The Persistent is a far nore powerful
ship, and we have state-of-the-art instrunentation. | expect no trouble.”

“I can’t imagine how a mat could sink a boat of any size,” Johannesburg added.
“Even a dory. Gven their structure, or lack of structure, there is no way
they can rai se thenselves fromthe water. This is sinply another
nonster-in-the-ocean story.”

Dr. Diop glanced at Lydia. “Tell Kr’'x to be careful.”
“ (](ay. ”
The next norning, feeling guilty, Lydia put on the radi o headset. There was

the usual brief interlude in the crystalline world of Al operating systens.
Then she was noving through blue, sunlit water. Transparent creatures |ike



quilted bells pul sed around her

Back, said Kr’'x. | missed you. |I never realized —till now —how |l onely I
have been anong the stars. Divers are social

A fingered tentacl e reached out and grasped one of the bells. Lydia could feel
the creature’s slippery texture and its struggle to escape.

There is no internal structure, said Kr’x. Do you see and feel that? I'm
learning to be a scientist, |like the humans on your ship. The fingers rel eased
the bell. It pulsed away, its notion erratic and its shape | opsided.

Are you sure you understand human sci ence? Lydi a asked.

It is to seize and crush or tear, Kr’'x said. Easy for me to understand, since
|’ ma predator.

That is one kind of science, but not the only kind, Lydia said.

What else is there? Kr’'x asked as he dove. They were far out now, he did not
reach the bottom but swam anmong a school of ribbons. She had | ost her sense
of size, confused by Kr’'x ideas of big and little, but she thought that these
ri bbons were considerably | onger than any she had seen before. They were pale,
and edged with narrow bands of fringe, which fluttered as the ribbons

undul ated. G I1s? Tentacl es? Sensory organs? Decoration?

There is watching, Lydia said.
I will think about that, said Kr’x.

She stayed with himfor sone tine. He was qui eter than before, |ess exuberant.
Lydia coul d enjoy the strong rhythm of his nuscles as he swam the rush of
cold water through his gills; the alien flavors on his tongue, and the aninals
around them ribbons of many sizes, bells, and, once, a sphere, perfectly
transparent, with a ribbon inside it. Was the sphere a predator? O the ribbon
a parasite? O was she | ooking at symbi osis?

Finally a new voi ce said, Lunch tine.
What ? asked Lydi a.

That is my Al, Kr’'x said. It’s repeating a radio nmessage in a formthat you
and | can understand. He beat his broad fins, driving both of themtoward
light. You are to go back and eat a delicious human lunch, while | nust
satisfy nyself with dead fish. Do you have any idea how unpleasant it is to
eat food that isn't thrashing?

No, Lydia said. | alnmst never eat food that noves.
Hard to believe or understand.

A monent later, she was in her cabin, the headset in her hand. Her head ached
slightly, and she felt disoriented. The ship noved, but she no | onger did. The
air in her lungs felt wong. She breathed in and out a few tinmes, until it
seened |like a natural action. Then she took a shower, put on new cl othes, and
went to |unch.

This time, Dr. Johannesburg waved her to a table with him Dr. D op, and Too
Ziri. Lydia filled a plate at the buffet, then joined them The humans all had
sal ads, products of the greenhouses around Newt ucket Town. Ziri had somet hing



that | ooked like a piece of flat bread covered with fish eggs.
“K'r'x is conplaining about his food,” Lydia said. “It’s dead.”

“We can’t bring enough live fish to feed him” Dr. Diop said. “The ship live
wells aren’t |arge enough, and we need them for our specinens.”

“l understand the problem” put in Ziri. “My food nust be shipped from
off-world. | long for something fresh. But science requires sacrifice.”

Looki ng at Dr. Johannesburg wol fing down his salad, Lydia wasn't sure. He
didn’t have the appearance of someone who had sacrificed rmuch in his life.

She ate lightly, feeling unsettled by her visit with Kr’x.
“What happened?” Dr. Diop asked

Lydi a described the bells, the fringed ribbons, the transparent sphere.

Dr. Diop rose. “I'"'mgoing to ask Kr’x to gather sanples. As far as | know,
the sphere is entirely new, and | think the ribbons in this region may be new
as well. When these creatures wash ashore or are lifted out of the water by a

net or trap, they lose their shape. Whatever structure they may have
col l apses, and we are left with a flat gelatinous nmass, which is often damaged
or inconplete. How do we know what we have?”

She left the table. Lydia took her plate to recycling, then went on deck
carrying a cup of tea. Clouds were comng fromthe west, md-Ievel and puffy.
They cast their shadows on the gently rolling ocean. Lydia drank her tea,

whi ch was hot and sweet, and watched the water. A disk floated, rising and
falling. It was at |least two nmeters across and dull orange-brown. Like the
yel l ow di sks, it had radi ati ng grooves.

She knew she didn’t have the kind of mind that made a scientist. Instead, she
was like Kr’x, a predator who cane into situations and grabbed what ever
seened interesting or usable. But there was sonething tenpting about the idea
of spending one’s life studying sonething closely. As a child, she had wanted
to be a pal eontol ogist, a very pure form of science on her home world, since
none of the fossils there had anything to do with human evol ution. Later, she
had studied history; a far less pure formof science. Then she had becone a
revol utionary, and then a prisoner. At that point, she had gone back to
readi ng about evolution. It was nore restful than history, given her situation
at the tine. Finally, the Als came to her with an offer she could not refuse:
if she would take an observer into her nervous system they would arrange her
rel ease fromprison

Thus we came together, said the Al inside her skull with a tone of
sati sfaction.

How do you like K r’x? Lydia asked.

| prefer you. He's too forceful, and | don’t think his Al is doing a good job
with him

Is it supposed to do a job? Lydia asked. Aren’t Als supposed to observe and
not interfere?

Yes. Her Al fell silent.

The disk in the water was joined by ribbons. They were the sanme shade of



orange. Lydia went to find Dr. Diop. She was in the ship’s conmroom

d ancing at Lydia, she said, “W are lowering plastic containers, |arge enough
to hold specimens and enough water to —| hope —keep themalive and
undamaged. ”

”

“Tell Kr’x to be gentle,” Lydia said. “lI saw himdamge a bell this norning.”

“I"ve already told him I1t’s a problem”
“How many animals on this world are predators?” Lydia asked.

“Aside fromK r’x? Many, but alnost all prey on mcroorganisms. | do not
entirely agree with Dr. Johannesburg about structure, but there’'s no question
that the animals here | ack teeth, beaks, nmandibles, claws, and anything el se
that m ght be used for seizing and cutting. They also |lack jaws and digestive
systens capabl e of handling anything | arge. Wy do you ask?”

“I was wondering if some of them are predators, synbiotes, or maybe different
forms of the same organism 1’'ve seen disks —coasters —tw ce now. Each tine
there were ribbons around them”

Dr. Diop smled. “Both ideas have occurred to us. But we |lack data. There is
one team of genetic engineers on this world, and they're in the fish fjord,
trying to create a fish that can live in Newtucket’s oceans and be eaten by
humans. They’ ve learned a fair anobunt about ribbons, since ribbons are the
fish food of choice. But they don't have tine for the rest of the biosphere. |
do what | can with taxonony; it isn't enough; | amonly one person.”

They went on deck. The ship was plow ng through a school of dull orange disks.
As far as the eye could see, they dotted the ocean. Looking down, Lydia saw
the that water was full of orange ribbons.

“Do we know what this nmeans?” Dr. Diop said, gesturing out. “No. Though Dr.
Johannesburg is right in saying that all these animals are chem cal factories.
Many of the chemicals are excreted into the ocean. What are they for? Defense,
we suspect, and possibly predation. The |ocal fisher people find ribbons
floating dead in the water, with little disks stuck all over them Dr.
Johannesbur g suspects that the disks produce a poison, which they use to kil
the ribbons. Then they attach thenselves to their prey and dissolve it.” She
f r owned.

“Some of the chemicals nay be a form of conmunication. | believe so. Maybe
t hese di sks have called the ribbons to them Wy? | don’'t know.”

“There’s a lot that isn’t known about |ife here,” Lydia said.

Dr. Diop nodded. “Humanity has settled on tens of worlds and is exploring
hundreds nore. Scientists are behind everywhere.”

“Aren’t you afraid of sonmething bad happeni ng?”

“Ch yes. It has already and will again. But there’s no way to stop this
expansion, unless the Als refuse to | et people use their star gates, and they
haven't.”

This is correct, her Al said.

“Hurmans spent too nmuch time on Earth while it was dying. They aren’t going to
sit on another overcrowded planet, waiting for scientists to make deci sions.



So they go out and settle, and we hurry along behind, trying to figure out
what the species has gotten itself into this time.” She sighed.

“Some col onies are prudent. Others are not. Some worlds are nore dangerous
than others. The people of this world are not foolish, but the colony here is
smal | and short of noney, and the colonists are determned to make it work.
That means practical science, rather than pure research. Qur grant is from
off-world. W’ Il do what we can with the noney we have, then | eave.

“W have just received new i mages fromthe satellite above us. The mats are
drifting farther west than usual, and one of themis well outside their range.
W' ve issued a warning to traw ers. W should reach the mat in question in

| ess than two days.”

Dr. Diop left. Lydia |l ooked at the ocean, dotted wi th di sks and the shadows of
cl ouds. Wiy do you let humans through your star gates? she asked the Al.

If we do not let your kind disperse, there will be another disaster I|ike
Earth. We don’t give human col onists access to worlds with intelligent life;
as for other worlds —the universe is full of life, and for the nost part it’'s
resilient. It isn't small invasions that destroy a bi osystem but rather
massi ve insults.

Sone colonies will be destroyed. Some will learn to live in their new
environnent. In a few cases, the colonies will nanage to do permanent harmto
their new honme world. Change is inevitable, as you ought to know from your
study of evol ution.

What if humans over-reproduce? Lydi a asked.

As you did on Earth? It doesn’t seemlikely to us that every colony will be so
foolish. If sone are —well, we rescued you from yoursel ves once. W& need not
do it again.

What woul d you do? Lydi a asked, feeling a norbid interest. Shut down the
colony’s star gate?

Most likely, yes.
And | eave the colony to die, since FTL was an Al secret, Lydia concl uded.
Her Al said not hing.

The sky darkened. The gi ant appeared, its crescent w der than before.
Qoviously, it was waxi ng. Two noons acconpani ed it; both had visible disks.
Leaning on the ship’s rail, Lydia put on her headset. For a nonent, she felt
K r’'x inside her, |ooking out her eyes. You are so small and vul nerable! Your
vision is so poor! And this scene |lacks interest. Come to nme. Be strong! And
in the mdst of beauty!

A moment | ater, she was inside him |ooking out his eyes as he swam wel | bel ow
the surface. Transparent, quilted bells shone blue-green in the bl ackness;

ri bbons were gold or silver. Schools of tiny animals, too small to have

vi si bl e shapes, were like red-shifted gal axi es.

| told you I'mlonely, Kr’x said. The sensation grows. | want kinfolk to swim
wi th; wonen for mating; tiny, adorable Diver children to care for, vigorously
t hrashing, crunchy armored fish to eat.

Can you go hone? Lydi a asked



My Al says yes. But it will be expensive. | have the nmoney. | ampaid for ny
work, and nmy only expense is fish

Vel l, then, said Lydia.

If I go home, | will mss the stars and you, Lydia. No one has ever spoken to
me so closely. You are inside me, like an egg in a Diver woman, and | amin
you, like a glob of spermthat has been deposited

What a gift for |anguage the Diver had!

It’s the fish that are the real problem K r’'x went on. I'’mnot especially
paternal . Sex is nice, but one can’t nake an entire life out of mating. |
would Iike to swmw th other Divers again. You cannot imagine howit feels,
when a school travels together. The conmon joy! The canaraderie! Mst of all,
| would like to bite into a living, healthy, frightened, struggling arnored
fish.

You need a vacation, Lydia said.

What ?

Atrip home to swimand hunt fish and mate.

Kr'x was silent for a while, continuing to swimin the |um nous dark.

W have no such thing, though our men —and sone of our wonmen —have a
wander j ahr before settling down to raise children. This is how we explore the
ocean, locating new places that are safe for children, new sources of fish,

new ki nds of strangeness to put into stories.

Sone men never settle down. | amone, though | have traveled farther than
ot her wanderi ng nal es.

What about the wonen? Lydia asked. Do they all settle down?

A few wander their entire lives, com ng back now and then to share

i nformati on. They don’t have children, of course. Qur young are vul nerabl e and
nmust be raised by many adults working together. Only a madworman woul d stay by

hersel f after becom ng pregnant.

If | worked | ong enough I could manage to go and return, he said after another
period of silence. But in a few years, |'d be |Ionely again. Wat then?

Go on anot her vacation, Lydia said.

You are suggesting that | work in order to escape the place where | work, then
return to the place fromwhich | have escaped and work sonme nore, so that |
will be able to escape again and return agai n?

Yes, said Lydia.

It seens to me that one ought to either escape or not escape.

What about the Als? Lydia asked. Wn't they help you?

We are interested in anomal ous behavior, said her Al. In revolutionaries,

bohem ans, travelers to distant places, people who can't or won't go home and
live like the rest of their species. Wiy should we help K r’x becone ordinary?



And while we are willing to rescue beings who interest us, we don't intend to
make their |ives easy.

"1l think about this thing you have described, K r’x said. Wat did you cal
it? A gap? An enpty place?

A vacation, Lydia said.

The next day was rougher. Foam streaked the ocean, and hi gh cl ouds covered
nmost of the sky. Lydia drank tea and took notion sickness pills. She felt
better on deck than bel ow, so spent nost of her tine there, huddled in a
corner where the wind didn't reach, her jacket fastened to the top

K r'x could breach, she discovered. Wen she didn’'t join himin his submarine
worl d, he exploded fromthe water beside the ship: his pale sleek body ten
nmeters long, his fins spread |ike wi ngs, and his tentacles coil ed up around
his head like petals on an eerie flower.

He hit the water with a splash that put spray on the deck, then was gone.

In the norning, Lydia rose to find nost of the clouds vani shed. Foam stil
dotted the ocean, and her stomach was not entirely happy. She joined K r’'x
after skipping breakfast. Her disconfort vanished the nmonent she plugged in

t he headset. Now, instead of the surface chop, she felt water rushing through
his respiration/excretion tubes and the snmooth beat of his fins. Looking

t hrough his dorsal eye, Lydia saw the shadow of the Persistent, surrounded by
t he upper water’s brightness. The vessel had slowed to a crawl. A rope hung
down fromit; flat pieces of clear plastic were attached at intervals. Using
his fingered tentacles, Kr’'x renoved a sheet and carried it, while he —the
two of them —swam Lydia was silent, afraid of distracting the D ver

Ri bbons fluttered around them There was a school of small, red spheres
covered with rapidly beating cilia. Kr’x passed anong them his fins nmoving
slowy. At last he saw a quilted bell. H's fingered tentacles did sonething to
the plastic, and it became a box at the end of a clear plastic handle. A
scoop, thought Lydia, as K r’x scooped up the bell. The box’s lid closed as
soon as the bell was inside. The trapped ani mal pul sed nore rapidly. Afraid?

Most likely, said her Al.

There is a conputer in the plastic, Kr’'x said. It has sensors and the

machi nery necessary to change the plastic froma sheet to a box. In addition
after the sheet has beconme a box, the computer aerates the water and nonitors
the specinen’s condition. W never devel oped this technology. O course, we
don't need it, since we don't take fish —or anything el se —out of the ocean

Do you ever capture anything alive? Lydia asked.

W are not primtive. W have nets, cages, scoops, harpoons, and scientists.
W even have computers, though they are colonies of a very small animal called
the “adder.” The colonies are |arge and slow, but excellent at self-repair.
They rarely make fatal errors. Evolution has elimnated that trait.

He swam back to the rope and attached the box, then took another piece of
plastic. This tinme he collected one of the red spheres.

That was the day. Kr’'x collected alien marine animals. Lydia watched and
t hought about a planet where computation was done by col oni es of narine
ani nal s.



Finally, her Al said the ship’ s crew was havi ng di nner

She returned to her cabin, which she had never left, of course. But it was
hard to renenber this, until she was rem nded by extreme muscul ar stiffness
and a full bladder. Cursing, she hobbled to the head, then on deck

The day, which she had al nbst entirely missed, was ending with a splendid
crimson sunset. Setting am d clouds, the sun shed horizontal rays. \Wave tops
glittered. The troughs between waves were full of shadow Sonething |ay ahead
of themin the east: a line of darkness. A |low island?

Dr. Johannesburg joined her at the prow “The mat,” he said. “W will stop and
put out deep water anchors. | don’'t want to approach the creature after dark.”

After dinner, the two doctors went off to discuss the next day’'s plans. Lydia
sat in the lounge with Ziri, the captain, and a couple of crew nenbers,
red- brown humans, one a short broad man, the other a rangy woman.

“You're sure this is a good idea?” the red-brown worman asked. “I’ve heard bad
stories about the mats.”

“I"ve heard the sane stories,” Captain Bonmbay said. “I don’t believe them
That thing out there is a very |large hunk of seaweed. It doesn’t nobve on its
own; it can’t think, even at the nost primtive |level, and we have no reason
to believe it’s poisonous. If it is, Kr’'x will find that out before we cone
into contact.”

“Maybe it’s poi sonous to us and not to squid,” the red-brown man said.

“Well, then, the scientists will find that out. No ocean is safe, Len. If
you're going to worry, find another |ine of work.”

The crew nenbers got out a chess board and set up the pieces. Lydia watched
for a while, then went on deck. The ship was anchored now, notionless except
for a gentle rocking as waves rolled under it. The engines were still running,
but their noise had dropped to a purr. Keeping the ship at right angles to the
waves, maybe. O repowering batteries. How would she know, a child of
prairies? She did exercises to get rid of the day's stiffness: a | ong process
that left her feeling relaxed and happy. Leaning on the ship’'s rail, she

| ooked at the ocean. The giant had set, and the sky was full of unfamliar
stars.

For a nonent, she felt nostalgia for the constellations of her honme planet:
the Truck and its Mechanic, the Benzene Ring, the Settlers, the Rat. No one,
however ignorant of astronomy, could mss the Ring. The Rat was al so pretty
easy, due to its eye: a bright, red star. Once that was found, the rest of the
ani mal coul d be nade out.

Being a city kid, she had not |earned nost of the others, till she becane a
revol utionary and took to the hills. There —as here, on this ship —the sky
was close, the stars brilliant, and the ability to get around wi thout roads

and road maps was inmportant. So she’'d learned to find the other

constellations. Her favorite remained the Rat, glaring down with its one red
eye. To her, it was an enblemof all the creatures and people who survived and
had their own agendas, in spite of the best efforts of those in authority.

Kr’'x surfaced next to the ship, barely visible in the starlight. She could
hear himclearly, his triangular teeth clicking together. A tentacle rose from
the water holding a glow ng ribbon, went back and then forward. The ri bbon

sail ed onto the deck, where it tw sted and glowed. A gift. How sweet. She



crouched and | ooked wi thout touching. It was renmarkably featurel ess: no eyes,
no mouth, no fins, no gills, unless the frills along its edges were gills. The
frills | ooked |ike many small ribbons; they might be its young. The only ot her
structure she could nmake out was a row of dots along the ribbon’s side. Maybe
these were nouths or gills. No matter how the ani mal breathed —t hrough
frills, holes, or whatever —it seened likely air would kill it. She stood and
used the toe of her boot to push the ribbon overboard.

Kr'x chattered and dove. Lydia went to bed.

Waki ng, she heard the deep thrum of the ship’s engines. They nust be in notion
agai n. She showered, dressed, and went to the | ounge.

They were nmoving east and south. A wi de wake spread behind them Looking out a
wi ndow, she saw the mat: a dark region in the water north of the ship. A
hundred neters away, she judged. The aninmal was floating just under the
surface, rising and falling with the waves, so that the entire huge sheet —it
ext ended east, west, and north as far as she could see —undul ated gently.

She ate breakfast with several crew nenbers. The two docs were al ready on
deck, planning their approach to the mat.

The red-brown nman, Len, said, “The captain is right. Al oceans are dangerous,
and at |east the oceans here are alive and healthy. Even if this trip turns
out badly, 1’d sooner be on New ucket than on Earth.”

“Have you ever been on Earth?” Lydi a asked.

He nodded. “1 grew up in an arcology on one of the arctic islands. The ice is
| ong gone, of course, and the ocean has not recovered fromthe environnental
crash in the twenty-first century. It will, given enough tinme. | didn't have
the tine, so | left. Praise Allah for the Als and their gates!”

Lydi a went on deck and |l eaned on a railing, watching the mat. Now and then, a
section broke through the surface. Sunlight flashed off the wet skin. Was it
ski n?

Too Ziri joined her. For a nonment, they stood together in silence. Then Ziri
said, “Dr. J wants you to join Kr’'x. He wants a close | ook at the creature,
before we on the ship act.”

“Anything in particular?”

“Ask Kr'x to go along the edge of the animal, then underneath. W have a
recorder. Kr’'x has used it before. You, of course, are an expert with
recorders.”

Soon she was back in her cabin, then in Kr’x’s nmnd. He floated under the
Persistent, his broad fins barely noving. The strange flavors of an alien

ocean touched his —their —tongue, and Lydia felt cool water flows past his —
their —qgills.

Vel conme, he said.
The recorder —a Ljotnmal, alnbst as good as the nodel she used —descended on
arope. Kr'x took it. Hs fins beat once, and they were out from under the

ship, gliding through sunlit water.

Joy, he cried and beat his fins again, driving themthrough a school of tiny,
transparent ribbons. Looking out his eyes, Lydia saw the animals on both



si des, above and bel ow, undulating rapidly and glinting like pieces of glass.
A few ended in the Diver’s open nouth. He flicked themout with an al nost
prehensil e tongue.

Li ke gnats, thought Lydi a.
That’'s an aninmal | don't know. Does it |live in oceans?

In the air, Lydia replied, and renmenbered the sumer when her FLPM battalion
had been in a marshy northern forest on her home planet. The biting bugs were
native to the world and not much interested in humans, though everyone in the
battali on had nodified DNA, enabling themto eat the |ocal proteins. In spite
of this, the humans did not snell |ike food.

Li ke the biting bugs, the ghats were native. Only their name had cone from
Earth. Couds of themfilled the forest shadows. They got in eyes, nouth,
nose, ears. Harnml ess and bitel ess, but an unendi ng aggravation

What is a revolution? Kr’'x asked. Is it like the other thing you described?
When you | eave a place in order to return?

Not exactly, Lydia said. A vacation is going away froma hone that does not
change.

And r et urning.

Yes. Arevolution is an attenpt to change one’s hone.

My honme needs no changes. It's a fine place. But | want to visit other places.
And go honme now and then, Lydia said.

Yes K r'x said, then sl owed.

Ahead of themthe water was shadowed. They had reached the mat. K r’x turned,
swi mming along the edge. His tentacles were curled close to his head, except
for the two with fingers. These held the recorder, which was on now Lydia saw
t he operation light.

How do you have it set? she asked.

For low illum nation and m ddl e di stance, though | can see clearly. This
machi ne has poor vision

In the shadow bel ow the mat, ribbons wiggled, hundreds of them O were there
t housands? Ot her aninmals were interm xed, furry spheres and pul sing bells.

It is characteristic of cold oceans to have a |imted nunmber of species, but
those in great nunbers, Kr’x said. It seenms to me the nunbers here are
greater than el sewhere in this ocean

Saying that, he swam under the mat. At first, Lydia could nake out nothing.
Then K r’x's pupils adjusted and she saw the grooves in the animal’s ventra
surface. They were straight lines, arranged in rows which crossed at right
angles. The result was a checkerboard pattern. \Were the lines intersected,
clusters of cilia wiggled. There was no other visible structure and no
variation in color. The entire aninmal was a single dark hue.

Al'l around themin the shadow water were ribbons, nore ribbons, bells, and
spheres. The water’s flavor had gown stronger and changed. It was acrid now



Unpl easant .

Is that coming fromthe mat? Lydi a asked.
The taste? | believe so, Kr’'x said.

| don't think it |ikes us.

You are assuming that its sense of taste is like Kr’x's, her Al put in. Mybe
it’s signaling friendship.

Not hi ng nore happened. K r’x swam under the mat. The water’s flavor renai ned
the sane.

Suddenly they were back in sunlight, the mat behind them K r’x drove toward
the surface and, with a mighty beat of his fins, breached. For a nonent, they
were in air, light blazing around them Then he returned to the ocean with a
spl ash.

Excuse nme if | startled you, Kr’x said. But it seened to me | had to do that.
Havi ng the nmat above me was unnerving; | kept wanting to dive deep or swim
rapidly away; the flavor it’'s excreting is worse than dead and frozen fish.

They took the | ong way back, following the mat’s edge. K r’'x kept close to the
surface, in sunlight. The flavor grew fainter, till it was lost in the
ordinary, alien flavor of the ocean

At last, Kr’x broke through the surface, and Lydia saw the ship ahead of
them Goodby, she said, took off the radio headset and found herself in her
cabin. Her clothing was sweat-danmp, her body stiff. She crawl ed off the bed
and into the shower. No question, Lydia thought as hot water beat on her skin.
The mat was not happy to have them around.

You are being hasty, her Al said.

You really think it might be friendly.

My inmpression, influenced by your neurochemnistry and that of Kr’x, is that
the creature is mean as a snake and al nost certainly angry. But your responses
may be due to lack of light and a bad taste. Humans are diurnal; and that

flavor was definitely something Kr’x did not like.

The Al fell silent as Lydia lathered her hair. Ah! What a feeling! And what a
scent! Synthetic replicas of ancestral herbs ran over her shoul ders and down

her front. She rinsed. The Al said, | was curious about the phrase “mean as a
snake” and checked ny copy of the Encycl opedia Gal actica. A snake is a legless
reptile still found on Earth. It’s unlikely to be nean, since meanness is an

enotion, and enotions originate in a part of the brain that is not well
devel oped in reptiles.

“I't’s a figure of speech, not based on current or recent science,” said Lydia,
and briskly dried herself. Wat was that aroma?

Lavender.
“How do you know?”
The | abel on the bottle. | read it as you picked it up

After dressing, she went to the |ounge. The two scientists were there, along



with Too Ziri.

“We have reached the south-east corner of the mat and will stop for the
ni ght,” Dr. Johannesburg said.

Lydi a nodded, and hel ped herself to various objects on an appetizer tray:
pi ckl ed cabbage, pickled turnip, and bean curd flavored with the new
experimental animals fromthe Fish Fjord Research Station

“Cod,” said Dr. Diop. “They are a large, hardy, ugly fish that humanity al npst
managed to externinate, after they fed Europe every Friday for a thousand
years. Now we are nodifying themto live here.”

Lydia ate a fish curd cake. Not bad.

The scientists excused thensel ves. They had nore work to do. Lydia, tired
after her long session with Kr’x, stayed in the |ounge and chatted with Too
Ziri.

D nner took place after nightfall. As they settled down to spicy vegetarian
wont on soup, the lights went out. Lydia listened for the engines. They had
stopped entirely. Jez Bonbay cursed and left.

The lights came back on, shining dimy. The engi nes remained silent.

Jez Bonbay returned. “That’'s the emergency generator. The engi nes were
over-heating. W cool with water, as you m ght imagi ne, and the engines aren’'t
getting any. Kr’'x is going dowmn with a light and find out what’s happened to
our intake tubes.”

“Do you want ne to go?” asked Lydi a.

Jez shook her head. “This is a repair problem |’mgoing to use a regul ar
radio and talk K r’x through whatever’s happening.”

Several people left with Jez. The rest ate and specul ated. The |ights remained
dim the engines silent. Lydia finished quickly and went on deck

The sky had cl ouded over. The ocean was dark, except for a glimer around the
hull: repair lights underwater. Looking toward the mat, she saw a region of

bl ackness.

“l have gotten a report,” said Too Ziri, arriving next to her. “The water

i nt ake tubes have been plugged by ribbons. Hundreds of them if not thousands.
Kr'x will have to dig themout, then cover the tube openings with nesh.”

“Was sonet hi ng there before?”
“Covering the tubes? Yes, but obviously it wasn’t fine enough. Sone of the
crew menbers say this is a warning. The mat wants us to |leave. Dr. J says the

mat | acks the resources to want anything.”

When she awoke the next norning, she could hear the ship’'s engines. Kr’x had
gone off to rest, she learned in the |ounge.

“I'n shall ow water, his species sleep on the ocean bottom provided it’s snmooth
and confortable,” said Too Ziri. “Qut here, he will sleep while floating.”

The day was overcast and wi ndy, foam streaking the water. None the less, the
two doctors decided they could not wait for Kr’x's return and went to | ook at



the mat. They rode in a snmall inflated boat driven by a good-sized outboard
motor. A crew menber went al ong to manage the outboard. As the boat left, it
bounced madly over the waves, tossing up spray.

Not fun, Lydia thought. At noon, they were back. “Dr. J |ost breakfast over
the side,” said Dr. Diop as she clinbed on board. “Extrenely interesting! W
had been surrounded by the ribbons, so close to the surface that we had no
trouble seeing them in spite of the cresting waves and foam Wen Dr. J's
breakfast hit the water, they vanished. Al of them even those that had not
been close to the breakfast. |I don’t know if the problemwas Dr. J's enzynes
or the scranbl ed eggs, but the ribbons certainly responded and with surprising
speed.”

Diop stood with | egs braced against the ship’s roll, her head back, her face
happy. A good sailor, thought Lydia, who was not. “I don't think the mat is
intelligent, still less the ribbons. But they do seemto comrunicate, and it’s

possi bl e that they function as a community.”

Dr. Johannesburg clinbed on board. H s black skin had nanaged to acquire a
dull grey tinge. “W’re going to have to use K r’x. He can swi munder the
turbulence. If you will, Mss Duluth, I'd like you to go with him”

Lydi a nodded.

K r’'x breached late in the afternoon. New cl ouds had bl own in: |ower, thicker,
and darker than the norning clouds. According to Captain Bombay, a storm was
comng fromthe south-west. “I can't afford to lose ny engines in a storm M
bet is, the new mesh will stop the ribbons. None the |l ess, we’'re going to nove
away fromthat thing.”

“Not until we have sanples,” said Dr. J firny

Captai n Bonbay frowned. “I’'Il give Mss Duluth two hours. Then we nove.”

Lydi a put on her headset. Once again, she was in water

Kr'x said, | worked hard last night, pulling ribbons out of those holes in
the ship’s hull. They weren't even edible, and ny sleep was uneasy. How coul d
it fail to be? I'min an unfamliar part of an alien ocean, with no kin within
light-centuries. Now, you tell me, they want ne to push sharp instrunments into
the mat.

For a couple of hours, said Lydia in reply. Then the captain’s nmoving us away.

Oh, very well. An instrument pack descended on a rope. Kr’'x untied it and
swam

The surface above themwas |like a shattered mirror. Little |light came through
the water K r’x swamthrough was dimand grey. Lydia thought she could sense
the storm s approach, though this was hardly likely. Maybe he could, in sone
way she didn’t understand.

He paused just before they reached the mat, opened the instrument pack, and

took out a large syringe with many tubes. | plan to swi munder the mat unti
I"mas far as | intend to go. Then | will turn and take sanples on the way
out .

Why? asked Lydi a.

If 1"’mgoing to annoy this creature, | want to do it as | |leave. He glided



forward slowy, the syringe held in one set of fingers. A hooked tentacle was
| ooped around the handl e of the instrument pack. No way it could slide free,
t hought Lydi a. The hooks were ten centineters |ong, obsidian-black and barbed.

Do you have a cl ock? she asked her Al.
Sever al
Tell me when we’ve been gone an hour

As before, the water was full of animals. No bells this tine, but ribbons,
cl unped t ogether, and spheres, organized into clusters or |ong chains. The
only unconnected aninmals were tiny disks with cilia along their edges. These
zi pped past at a speed that surprised Lydia. Their notion seened Browni an

Li ght dimnished as Kr’x swamin. Lydia could see little, in spite of the
Diver’s excellent vision. At last, he stopped and opened the instrunent pack
Sonet hi ng cane out; a nmonment later, a brilliant blue-white beam cane on

There is a recorder in the rod, as well as a light. They cone on together. How
i ngeni ous your humans are! How many tools you make! It rmust be the way you
conpensate for your |lack of tentacles.

He swept the beam around. Di sks shot through it |like so many tiny, erratic
flying saucers. In the distance was a |large, round cluster of spheres.
Transparent, they glinted like glass. The Diver lifted the light rod, playing
it over the mat’s ventral surface. Nothing new was visible. Kr’x swam on

A human hour has passed, her Al announced finally.
Lydia relayed the information to K r’x.

My Al has already told nme. W will begin here. The light rod was held by one
of his spined tentacles now. He lifted it and shone it on the mat, then used
his fingered tentacles to adjust the syringe. How convenient! Three hands!

More, actually, K r’x said, and drove the needle in.

A dark liquid entered one of the instrunment’s tubes. It was red-brown in the
rod’s light and noved slowy. Thicker than bl ood, apparently. Wen the tube
was full, Kr’x pulled the needle out. For several nonments, the mat did
not hi ng. Then, it began to shudder. The notion traveled out in waves, |ike
ripples froma flung stone. Wen the waves passed the mat’'s grooves, their
pattern changed, becom ng nore conpl ex.

It has noticed, Kr’'x said and swamtoward the nmat’ s edge. After a while he
stopped again and twi sted the syringe. A new needl e popped out, leading to a
new tube. Raising the syringe, he held it against the mat, pressing firmy,

but not so firmy that the needl e entered. The section he touched lifted
slightly, as if trying to nove away. It learns, Kr’x said. And what it |earns
goes fromone section to another. Interesting! He pushed the needle in.

Agai n, after the needle was w thdrawn, the nat shuddered. They kept going.
Kr’'x had been right to start inside, Lydia thought. The environnent here was
creepy: the mat above themlike a lid, the water dark and filled with peculiar
ani mal s. Headi ng toward daylight, though it mght be dim was reassuring.

Anot her stop. Kr’'x twisted the syringe and drove it in. Athird tube filled.
When the needl e canme out, the mat barely tw tched.



I amnot enjoying this, Kr’'x said. Though —so far —it’s no worse than the
time | swaminto the Great Abyss and net a Diver twi ce ny size, |um nous,

wi t hout | anguage.

He stopped a fourth tinme. As he tinkered with the syringe, disks settled on
his tentacl es. He shook. The animals did not come off. He whipped the
tentacl es back and forth. The di sks remai ned.

More disks settled on his mantle and fins. Lydia felt a faint tingling.
Screw this, said the Diver and dove

No question K r’x could nove quickly. Cold water pul sed through his body as he
went down. His fins beat strongly, and his m nd nade a deep hunm ng sound.
What was it? A groan of fear? O self-encouragenent?

The tingling changed to a burning sensation

Lydia pulled off the headset and ran from her cabin. “The mat has attacked,”
she said to the first person she net.

It was Len. “lI warned the captain and the scientists. But would they listen?”
Shortly thereafter, she found herself telling her story to Jez Bonbay.

“W have to get out of here,” the captain said.

“Not without Kr’x.”

Bormbay shook her head. “I can't wait.”

Lydi a paused a nonent, then said, “My Al says to wait.”

| did not!

“That settles the question,” said Dr. Diop. “No person or planet can afford to
make the Als angry. 1'Il get the sling ready.”

“Sling?” asked Lydia.

“Kr'x can live for some time out of water,” said Dr. Diop. “Obviously, he's
not safe in the ocean at the noment, and | need to ook at his injuries.”

“Do you need hel p?”

Di op | ooked Lydia over. “You are covered with sweat and obviously distressed.
Cal myourself. W nay need to talk with Kr’x.”

She went on deck. The sky was dark grey, the ocean swell nore pronounced. Foam
streaked the rolling water

But | woul d have, the Al said.
Done what ?

Told Captain Bonmbay to wait. Kr’x is unusual and val uable, and Als do not
wi | l'i ngly abandon one anot her.

The headset was around her neck, locked into a collar. She unlocked it and put
it on.



Dar kness. lcy water. Pain.

Back? K r’'x said, his fins beating fiercely. He was no | onger headi ng down,
but south toward the Persistent. Hs —their —skin burned.

She told himwhat Di op had pl anned.
Good, he said.

Lydia stayed with himas he swam fromthe black depths into faint grey light.
Then, as he rose toward the Persistent, she took the headset off.

“CGood,” said Dr. Diop. “I need to talk to him” The doctor put her own radio
on.
Crew menbers |l owered the sling till water washed through it. K r’x surfaced at

one end: a huge pal e shape, dark red disks all over himlike a pox.

The sling dropped farther. He pulled hinmself into it, obviously exhausted. The
sling lifted. His fingered tentacles still held the syringe and the |ight
rod-recorder; one hooked tentacle carried the instrunment pack. Al the rest of
his tentacl es were w apped around the sling’ s ropes. He was afraid of falling
into the ocean, Lydia realized.

The sling cane up and over, then down on the deck. The Il ong, sleek body |ay
al nost still, oddly vul nerable now that Kr’'x was out of water. Hi s tentacles
rel axed, letting go of syringe and light rod. Too Ziri collected these and

di sent angl ed the pack. The two doctors descended, arned with knives and a
first aid kit.

“That’s it,” said Jez Bonmbay. “W're getting out.” She left.

Crouching, the two doctors began to pry off the disks. They canme off with
difficulty and | eft behind a round, rawl ooking, blue-green welt. “A toxin, |
suspect,” said Dr. J. “Conbined with enzynes that have begun to dissolve
Kr'x's tissue. The color comes fromK r’x bl ood, which is blue-green. The

di sks have eaten through his epidernis.”

The Diver’'s great eyes blinked. Had Diop relayed this information to hin®

One by one, the disks came off, going into sanple bottles. Diop rubbed sal ve
on the welts.

“How | ong can he stay out of water?” Lydia asked.

“Hours,” said Dr. J. “Though we have to keep himwet. Remarkable animals, I|ike
t he cephal opods native to our original hone. There's a story about a man who
had one of them —an octopus —in a tank. The creature pushed the lid off,

clinmbed out and crawed into the man’s library. Wen the man found the
octopus, it was pulling books off shelves and |eafing through them”

“You' re kidding,” said Lydia.

“Is it atrue story?” Dr. J asked. “I don’t know, though |I found it in an old
dat abase, full of information brought fromEarth. In any case, it suggests

t hat cephal opods can survive out of the water for sone tine, maybe not |ong

enough to read an entire book, but |ong enough to glance through a shelf.”

Did Dr. Johannesburg have a sense of hunor? It didn't seemlikely.



The ship was noving now, beginning to turn. The doctors finished renoving the
di sks, and a crew nenber hosed K r’x down.

Lydi a put on her headset. How are you? she asked.
Unconfortabl e and angry.

What coul d she say? She went to him kneeling and hol di ng out her hand. He
took it with one of his fingered tentacles. His skin was rubbery, his fingers
obvi ously bonel ess, but mnuscul ar. She could feel his strength even now.

What a thing it is to travel to the stars! the Diver said.

She stayed beside him till she realized that she was soaki ng wet and
shivering. Apol ogizing, she rose. The ship had finished turning and was
headi ng south-west, toward a sky full of grey-green storm clouds. Abruptly,
t he engi nes sl owed. Captain Bonbay came on deck, her dark face wearing a
furious expression. “The engines are overheating again. Those dam ri bbons
must have gotten through the nesh. We're dropping repellent into the water,
t hen sending divers down, since the squid isn't available at the nonent.”

Lydi a went bel ow and changed her clothes. A pity to mss sone of the drans,
but hypot herm a was danger ous.

When she cane backup, the repellent was in the water, and the divers were
ready to dive. There were two of them entirely covered by skin-tight, black
suits. Their masks | ooked different fromthe usual kind of diving mask, and
they had air packs fastened to their backs, as if they were going into a
vacuum “We decided artificial gills were risky,” said Dr. Diop. “They m ght
not filter out all the toxins. So these fellows are carrying their own air
supply. Better safe than sorry.”

“Toxi ns?” asked Lydi a.

“The di sks used sonething on Kr’x, and those guns fire a poison. W’ ve used
it in the past to collect specinmens. It’s not as harnful to us as to the |l oca
l[ife, but it can cause an adverse reaction.”

As she spoke, the divers picked up handguns, then flapped their way to the
railing and over.

“They have radios,” said Diop. “The masks can see over a wi der range of I|ight
than K r’x. They should be fine.”

Lydia felt a drop of water.

“Rain,” said Diop. “The stormhas arrived. As WIIliam Shakespeare —the
deservedl y famous European playwight —said, when troubles come, they cone
not as single spies, but in battalions.”

“Yes,” said Lydia.

More drops fell; they noved to the | ounge. Jez Bonbay had a radio there.
Messages cane fromthe divers. This tine the intake tubes were packed with an
transl ucent sludge, which had apparently nanaged to ooze its way through the

protective nmesh. They woul d suction it out.

“For CGod' s sake, get a sanple,” put in Dr. Johannesburg.



Jez Bonbay glared at him but repeated the instruction to the divers.

Al so, the divers said as they set to work, the water around themwas full of
linp objects. “Like used condons,” said one diver

Dr. J opened his mouth. The captain glared again and said, “You' d better
col l ect sonme of those as well.”

“ O(ay. ”

Ti me passed. The rain was a downpour now, and the sky overhead was green. Foam
covered the ocean. The ship’'s notion becane increasingly unpl easant.

Lydi a went back on deck. Too Ziri was there with Kr’x.

There is so much water | can al nost breathe

After a while, Dr. Diop joined them “The divers are reporting success. The
water around themis clear; apparently the repellent works as hoped. They are
al nost finished cl eaning out the tubes.”

Good news, thought Lydia, |ooking out at the water, so streaked with foamthat
it was nore white than green. Wen the ship rode up over a swell, she was able
to see the mat: a di m shape through driving rain.

“What was the repellent?” Lydia asked.

“Powder ed eggs. The cook believes in laying in large quantities of basic
supplies, so we had plenty, and it seened worth a try. If the eggs didn't
drive themoff, we could use poison.”

Lydi a | aughed.

The divers clinbed back on board, hel ped by crew nenbers. It was not an easy
task, the way the ship was rolling.

Shortly thereafter, she heard the engines start, and went down to change into
a second set of dry clothes. Was she going to throw up? she wondered as the
Persi stent pitched around her. Maybe it would be a good idea to stay in her
cabin for a while. She lay down and felt the ship s notion change.

The pitching was worse now, and she wasn’'t able to hear the engines through

t he noi se the ship made, groaning. Lydia grabbed the headset and ran from her
cabin, bouncing off the corridor’s walls several times and alnost falling as
she clinbed the steep stairs to the next deck and the | ounge. “What in hell?”
she asked as she entered.

“The screws are tangled in sonething,” said Dr. J. “It’s big, the captain
says, and it’'s draggi ng us, and the damm engi nes have started to overheat
again.”

“More ribbons?” asked Lydia

“l have run out of theories,” replied Dr. J in a grimtone.

Lydi a put on the headset.

Enough of this, said Kr’x. If I'’'mgoing to die, I will die at hone.

He wrapped his tentacles, all of them around the ship’s railing, pulling



hi nsel f up, so his head was | eaning over water, while his wi de ruscular fins
braced his body. For a moment, he rested there; then he shifted all his grips
and pushed with fins and body, while his tentacles pulled. A surge and he was
over, falling into foamwhite water.

Lydia stayed with him The noment he hit water, his fins drove hi mdown, away
fromthe surface turbul ence

At the ship’'s stern was a huge, twisting mass, barely visible in the dim
light. Kr’x blinked. The mass was ribbons, wapped around the ship’'s screws
and one another. They were not the conparatively small aninmals she had seen
before. Instead, these ribbons were a nmeter wide and ten or twenty neters

| ong.

Thi s does not | ook good, said Kr’x and swam cl oser, noving very slowy, his
mnd full of caution and irritation. Cearly, he did not enjoy feeling fear

Why should | enjoy fear, if that's what I’mfeeling? | ama
t op- of -t he-f ood-chai n predator. Nothing should frighten me except other
Di vers.

The water intake tubes were forward of the screws. As K r’x approached them
Lydi a saw ot her ribbons, much smaller than the ones at the Persistent’s stern
As far as she could deternmine, in the dimlight, the ribbons had fastened

t hensel ves to the mesh over the intake tubes. Wre they trying to get through?
O stop the water’s flow from outside? And how coul d animals wi thout brains
have intentions?

Kr’'x paused. His eyes adjusted further, and the Iight bel ow the ship seened
to brighten. At the sane time, several of the ribbons let go. Their bodies —
no, their skins —floated in the water |ike deflated ball oons. Watever had
been insi de was obvi ously gone. Pushed through the mesh, Lydia decided. The
ri bbons were using their own internal stuff to plug the tubes.

She took off the headset for the unpteenth time. As usual, she felt a tw nge,
whi ch was beconi ng a headache, she realized; in addition, her scalp felt sore
around the point where the radio’s plug went in. No form of comunication was
perfect. “It’s the ribbons, and you can’t use poison. Kr’x is too close.”

“Eggs,” said Dr. Diop, who hadn’t been there before

“Tell himto get away,” said Dr. J. “We may need to use poison.”
She gave himthe nmessage.

| amvery glad to hear this, Kr’x said and dove.

She left the headset off after that. Too much was happening: the ship rolling,
crew menbers sliding on the water-covered deck as they poured first eggs, then
poi son over the side. They were all wearing life jackets and |ines now.
Clearly, the situation had becone dangerous. Lydia got her recorder and began
to record, though little was visible through the |ounge’s rain-streaked

wi ndows: dimfigures on the deck, surging water beyond. The ship’s notion
seened wong to her, though she was hardly an expert. She ought to be
terrified. At some |level, she was. But what could she do except her job, being
neither a scientist nor a sailor? She doubted the record woul d be good for
much, but kept recording.

A crew nmenber said, “The captain has ordered the |ifeboats activated.”



“The ship is going down?” Lydia asked, amazed that such a thing could happen
in nmodern tines.

“Qur power’s going, and those dam ribbons are |ike an anchor, holding us in
place. W can’t run into the stormor in front of it. If | were a betting
her maphrodite, |’'d put noney on the ship going over. You'll be better off in
the lifeboats.”

The next thing Lydia knew, she was on deck, rain drenching her as she clinbed
into a large white object. There were seats inside. She settled on one. It
adjusted to her shape, so she was cradled in rain-slick plastic. Dr. D op and
Too Ziri joined her, along with two crew nenbers.

A top was fastened over them It was striped, bands of clear plastic
alternating with bands that were opaque and faintly grey.

Her seat extruded belts. She | ocked t hem around her
“I think we're set,” one of the crew nenbers said. It was soneone she hadn't
noti ced before: a blue-black woman with straight, blue-black hair.

The boat rose fromthe deck, swaying. Lydia |ooked up. The bands of clear
plastic were already streaked with rain. None the |ess, she saw an angul ar
shape: the ship’s crane. It was lifting them and sw ngi ng them out over the
ocean. The crane |et go. Buddha! The boat splashed down. For a nonment, it rode
on the ocean’s surface. Then the surface rose and pushed the boat over.

Too Ziri said, “Ch ny!”
“Please remain calm” said the second crew nenber, a nan.

The boat nade a conplete rotation around its long axis and rose to the surface
upri ght. Looking out, Lydia saw grey-green water. The ship must be close to
them But where?

The crew woman said, “W are water-tight and have a wei ghted keel, which neans
the boat will right itself if it goes over, as you have just seen. The top has
osnotic panels, which admt gases, but not liquids. In addition, we have an
ener gency supply of oxygen, enough drinking water for several days, a

desal inization kit, food, a nedical kit, a radio that started broadcasting our
| ocation as soon as the |ifeboat was activated, and -2 She made a gesture;
lights came on along the boat’'s sides. “All we have to do nowis wait for the

stormto end.”

“Where is Dr. Johannesburg?” asked Di op

“In the other lifeboat, | imagine,” the crew nan said.
“You had only two?” asked Lydia, trying to renmenber how big the ship’s crew
was.

“We’re using only two. Most of the crew stayed with the captain and the ship.”
“They’'re going down with it?” Lydia asked, feeling horror

“They’' re closing the bul kheads and maki ng sure everything is fastened. The
Persistent is an expensive ship, full of expensive equipnment. There’s nothing
like her within fifty light-years. Jez wants to save her. Mst likely, we'll
be able to. This isn't the twentieth century. A ship like the Persistent is
not going to sink, unless sonething breaches her hull, and there’s nothing out



here for her to run into. She'll make it.”
“Then why are we here?” asked Too Ziri.

“I'n case somet hi ng unexpect ed happens, and to keep you out of the way. In a
time like this, Jez doesn’'t want to be tripping over scientists.”

“Then why was Len so worried?” Lydia asked, trying to ignore the way the
i feboat noved.

The wonman | aughed. “Len is fromEarth and expects di sasters, because that's
what Earth peopl e have experienced for centuries, and for centuries the fools
have tol d each other that disasters are normal. ‘Gin and bear it,’” the Earth
peopl e say. There is no alternative.’ Wiy else would they stay on that

m serabl e pl anet? The rest of us are fromother worlds, praise the Goddess! W
bel i eve in hope and action.”

“What are your nanmes?” Lydi a asked.

“Rajit,” said the man, who was brown with delicate features and dark, |ovely
eyes.

The wonman snmiled. “Ranona. My parents named ne after Rampbna Patel. |’ve wanted
to talk to you, but haven’t had a chance till now. What is she really like?”

“I"’mgoing to check on Kr’x,” Lydia said. She tugged her head and neck free
of the seat, then put the headset on

He was in deep water, too far down for light. Looking through his eyes, she
saw only darkness. The water flow ng through his nouth and gills was cold and
had a faintly bitter flavor. Hs fins beat rapidly.

Where are you goi ng? she asked

East. Away fromthe mat. How is the ship?

They put ne and the scientists in |lifeboats, Lydia said. Mst of the crew
stayed to save the ship.

Are you in danger?

Apparently not. Though one of the people in the boat with me wants to know
about Ranona Pat el

Who?

At that point, she realized that she was in love with Kr’'x. An intelligent
bei ng who’ d never seen a Stellar Harvest holo and had no interest in the
Stellar Harvest starsl!

You are not ny type, Kr’'x said. | prefer wonen who are twenty neters |ong
with fins and tentacles. For a while, he was silent, beating through the

dar kness. | have decided to go honme. | know | will becone bored in tinme. But
right now, I want a predictable environment.

Lydia returned to the Iifeboat. Someone had broken out rations: trail mx
crackers, and water. A radio was on, naking crackling noises.

“I can get nothing,” said Rajit with disgust.



“You' re back anong us,” said Ranbna to Lydia. “I want to know about M ss
Patel .”

The conpany policy was to tell lies about their actors, unless the truth was
pal at abl e and pl easant. Lydi a described a warm caring worman, devoted to her
art and her many fans.

“Way all the husbands?” Rajit asked.

“Ranmona is inpulsive,” Lydia said. “And perhaps a little too warm”

“Tell me what you and K r’x saw under the ship,” Dr. Diop said finally.

Lydi a described the snarl of large ribbons and the little ribbons enptying
thenmsel ves into the intake tubes.

“This is extrenely interesting. | can’'t see this as anything except collective
action, directed by a plan. In some sense, the life here is intelligent,

t hough not hing on the planet has a nervous system as we know such things.
Apparently, one can encode thought in conplex nolecul es. Neurons aren’t
necessary.”

She is right, said Lydia’s Al. W will have to evacuate the human col ony,
since we pernit no alien settlements on planets with intelligent life. Then we
—with the hel p of human scientists and possibly of people like Kr’'x —will

have to study these creatures. Are they all intelligent, or is it only the
mats? |Is it possible to communicate with any of then? WIIl any of themwant to
join the community of intelligent life forms? —I| have ny doubts at the

nmonent. But who am | to answer any of these questions?

After a while, Lydia drifted into an uneasy sl eep. Wen she woke, the boat’s
lights were out. She felt heat, rising fromthe floor, which was rocking | ess
than before. Was the storm di m ni shing? She | ooked out through a clear plastic
panel , but saw only darkness. Wait! Above her the sky was gl owi ng. Newtucket’s
primary shone through a thin patch of clouds.

By dawn, the eastern sky had started to clear. The sun bl azed briefly,
lighting an amazingly turbul ent ocean. Remarkable how tall waves coul d | ook
when one was in a little boat.

Ri si ng higher, the sun vanished. Al day they plunged and wal |l owed through
grey water under a cloudy sky. Late in the afternoon, Rajit established
contact with the air-sea rescue service.

“I't looks like we’ll be able to pick you up tonorrow,” a crackling voice said.
“What about the ship?’ Rajit asked.

“Still floating, though just barely. It went over, and the ribbons clinbed
onto it. That's what Jez thinks happened, anyway. She’'s |ost nost of her
external sensors, and she’s as nmad as a wet cat.”

The cl ouds broke apart after dark. The planet’s primary, nore than half ful
now, cast a golden light over the ocean. Buddha, it was a |lovely sight!

The opaque bands of plastic were changing, apparently in response to changing
weat her. They were springy rather than hard now, and cold to the touch. Lydia
was al nost certain she could feel air com ng through them Did she catch a
whi ff of salt water, as well? Hard to tell, in a small boat with a not very
ni ce emergency toilet. She checked on Kr’'x, still sw mmng east, though



closer to the surface; then she went back to sleep

In the norning, the sky was clear and the water blue, though still streaked
with foam At noon, a helicopter descended, gathered their boat and lifted it
into a large bay. Once the bay doors were closed, humans renoved the boat’s

t op.

“What a stink!” said one of the air-sea rescue team

“I"’mgoing to wite a report on the sanitary facilities,” said Ranona as she
cl i nbed out.

“Nothing is perfect,”
other |ifeboat?”

said Rajit as he followed. “How is the ship? And the

“The other |ifeboat has already been picked up. They had a worse trip than
you, fromall reports.”

“Dr. Johannesburg is not a good sailor,” Dr. Diop said

“You got it,” the rescuer said. “The ship is conpletely envel oped by ribbons,
and we are still trying to figure out howto free it.”

Lydia clinbed out stiffly, followed by Too Ziri. The helicopter bay was cold,
with a nmetal and oil aroma. Safety, she thought. The scent of human machi nery,
t he sound of human voi ces expl aining and conpl ai ning. All at once, she wanted
—like Kr’'x —to go honme. She couldn’t, of course. She had been rel eased from
prison with the understanding that she would be persona non grata forever on
her home planet. The thought nmade her want to weep.

Soneone gave her a cup of hot, sweet tea, and she drank it. The helicopter
fl ew east over the sunlit ocean. By evening, she was back in Newtucket Town.
She showered in her hotel roomand put on clean clothes, then put on the
headset, which she still had.

Not hi ng. She nust be too far fromK r’x. Shit, thought Lydia and clinbed into
bed.

Maybe she ought to call someone, she thought as she rolled over. But he'd
seened fine the last tinme she’'d been in contact, and she was so, so tired.

She found Dr. Diop in the hotel dining roomthe next norning
“Any news?” she asked

“Kr'x is okay. The air-rescue people saw hi mbreachi ng and established
contact. The Persistent is still envel oped. They are going to try napalm
Nasty stuff, but =

| do not approve, said her Al.

“My Al does not approve,” Lydia said, pouring herself a cup of tea, then
reaching for the toast and marmal ade. It was the real stuff, dark and bitter
made on Earth from Seville oranges by exiles fromthe nostly underwater
country of England. The | abel on the jar told Lydia all this.

“W expect the Als to enter a formal protest, but they haven’t yet, so napalm
will be used. The ship is expensive, and the lives of the crew are —accordi ng
to old traditi ons —beyond val ue.”



The human colony will definitely be renoved.

Lydi a repeated this as she spread marnmal ade over toast soaked with nelted
butter. Sinple pleasures were always the best.

“We know,” said Dr. Diop

i

“The mat is intelligent,” Lydia said.

“Yes, alnost certainly, but also malevolent. Maybe, in time, we will learn to
conmuni cate with it. At present, we —and our conrades —do not have the tine.
There are no perfect decisions, Mss Duluth, unless they are to be found in
Stellar Harvest dramas.”

Lydia bit into the toast. Melted butter, its taste indescribable, mngled with
the sweetness and acidity of marmal ade. Wonderful, she thought, and felt

gui lty about her enjoynent, at a noment when she and the doctor were

di scussi ng napal m

Dr. Diop | ooked her in the eyes —I| ooked through her, it seened to Lydia, at
the Al. “Do not think we do this lightly. But we can’t think of another way to
save the ship. We don’'t think the version of napal mwe’'re using will be fatal
though it will certainly be extrenely painful. If it is fatal —well, | would
sooner | ose the ribbons than ny friends.”

Lydia finished the toast, though it didn’t seemas tasty as before.

That day was spent in rest and sl ow wal ks through Newtucket Town. She recorded
t he harbor, the surroundi ng nountains, fishing boats bobbing, picturesque
facades. The island vol cano was still snoking, and the gas giant was visible
in the afternoon sky, its bands pale pink and gol d.

At sunset she found herself on the harbor breakwater, made of broken stone,
with an asphalt path on top. Kids were riding bicycles to the end and back,

whi zzi ng past her. Like npst humans everywhere, they were bl ack. One boy had a
blond pigtail, and one girl had a frizzy, flane-orange short cut. The rest had
straight, black hair, which they wore | oose. A typical group of kids on a

typi cal human pl anet, which humanity was about to | ose.

Don't be depressed, her Al said. The universe is full of habitable planets.
These people will find another one just as |ovely.

You have no concept of home, do you? Lydia said.
No.

The next norning, Dr. Diop announced that the napal m had worked. Skins
burni ng, the bonmbed ribbons had slid into the ocean

“I't sounds disgusting,” Lydia said.

“I't is,” Dr. Diop said. “W are using a nodified version of napalm as | think
| told you. Less nasty, perhaps, but still very nasty.”

“Why did you have sonething like that on this planet?”
“The universe is not a safe place, Mss Duluth. Only a fool travels in it

wi t hout weapons. Captain Bonbay is staying with the ship. Mst of the rest of
the crewis being flown here. The ship will follow at its own speed.”



“And K r’ x?” Lydia asked.

“He will arrive after the crew, but before the Persistent. According to the
air-sea rescue people, the mat has vanished entirely. | suspect the |arge
ri bbons were pieces of it. It broke apart in order to attack the Persistent.”

That evening, when she tried the headset, Kr’'x was there. He nmust have been
swi mmi ng just below the surface. The water was full of blue light, and clear
colorl ess spheres floated around himlike ornaments fallen froman Exile tree.

How are you? Lydi a asked.

My skin still burns and aches where the disks attached thenmselves. | think, if
| slept, 1'd have bad dreans. But | don't intend to sleep until | reach
Newt ucket Town.

She stayed with himas the water darkened. As |ight ebbed, the spheres began
to glinmrer, other aninmals appeared as yell ow sparks, which danced around
Kr’x.

Very small ribbons, he said. Transparent and al nbst invisible, until they
begi n to shine.

Have they given you any troubl e? she asked.

The native life? No. They must send their nmessages through chemicals rel eased
in the water. Apparently the chenicals do not travel far

Are you still planning to go hone?

Yes. | want to swmw th other Divers, and | want to find a | arge, powerful,
attractive, intelligent wonan and court her

WIl you stay?

"Il have to. | don’t have the money for a round trip, and after this
experience, I'mnot sure | want to work for scientists again.

She pulled off the headset and lay a while in darkness, thinking about K r’x.
It was inpossible or ridiculous for a human wonan to feel love for a fifteen
meter long, gilled and tentacled alien. Therefore, she was feeling sonething
el se: affection for a conrade in battle, the euphoria that foll ows danger. But
if she could have turned —for a while, not forever —into a female Diver, she
woul d have consi dered doi ng so.

Most of the ship’s crew arrived the next day, |ooking frazzled. After they had
cl eaned up, Lydia went with several to a waterside tavern. It was

m dafternoon. The fishing fleet was out. A small sailboat drifted across the
al nost enpty harbor.

Len was with their group. He drank a large ale that was the sane red-brown
color of his skin, then ordered a second. “It turned out better than
expected,” he said. “The mat di sassenbled to attack us. Did you hear that?”

Lydi a nodded.

“The parts, the ribbons, apparently |ost whatever nade the mat go after us.
Intelligence? Anger? A nmenory for past harn? —That’s what the rescue team
told us, anyway, and there was a nmarine biologist with them The nonent the
napal mhit, the ribbons left, just slithered into the ocean and swam away.”



What had the mat |ost when it divided? Lydia wondered. Menory? The ability to
pl an? Malice? Wuld the parts rejoin? If so, would the mat renenber its anger
and know that it had fail ed?

This is speculation in the absence of data, her Al said.
Tr ue.

The crew nenbers described what it had been like inside the Persistent, as the
ri bbons envel oped the ship and it rolled over, lying sideways in the water.
There had been | eaks, none dangerous, and a fair amount of damage to things
that hadn’t been properly fastened down. “We weren't sure how |l ong we’'d be
trapped,” said Len. “So the captain was hoarding power. |Is that the right way
to say it? Your humanish is close to our English on Earth, but not identical.”
The corridors and roons had been dimy lit, the air warm and barely noving.
They had eaten cold rations and listened to ribbons sl apping agai nst the hull
“All"s well that end’s well,” another crew nmenber said finally. “Though the
government here expects the Als will order everyone off the planet. That may
not be a happy ending.”

Lydi a t ook another wal k on the breakwater. Once again, it was sunset, and the
ki ds were whi zzi ng back and forth on their bikes. \Witecaps dotted the ocean
A fair distance out, K r’x breached, his huge body rising out of the water,
fins spread |ike w ngs.

“Wow Ww " a kid cried.

Lydi a put on the headset and told himwhere she was, then scranbl ed down over
t he breakwater’s broken stones, stopping at the water’s edge.

He reached her soon after, a long pale shape gliding just under the surface.
Above her, she heard the kids’ shrill, excited voices.

He paused in front of her, water washing over his back, his fins rippling just
alittle at their edges. His tentacles were curled up around his mouth. Hs
frontal eyes regarded her, and she, |ooking through his eyes, saw herself: an
odd, tiny, alien figure.

At the sane time as she | ooked at herself, she | ooked at him This close, she
could see the marks the disks had left on him Still round, they were dark
green now, the unpleasant hue of aging bruises. They dotted his body and fins.

The rescue teamsaid | should go to Fish Fjord. There are biol ogists there who
can treat ny injuries. | wanted to say goodby to you first, Lydia. He uncoiled
a fingered tentacle, extending it toward her. She took it. The cold, wet,

bonel ess fingers gripped her hand firmy. In his mnd, she felt fatigue and

[ oneliness and affection

Do Divers do this? she asked.
Entwi ne tentacles? O course. W are a tactile species. Though this is the
first time I’ve entwined tentacles with someone who did not belong to ny

speci es.

If you get tired of your hone, get in touch with nme, she told him I’'Il talk
to Stellar Harvest. They m ght want to hire you

| thought your actors were human or humanoi d.



Mostly, yes, Lydia said in her mind. But the conmpany knows the galaxy is ful

of many kinds of intelligent Iife. If they use only humans, they are showi ng a
version of the galaxy that is obviously unreal. So they use non-humanoid
actors, usually in supporting roles. You mght have to start as a villain.

I, who have al ways kept ny posture |evel and swum straight forward, never
turning to the side?

After a noment, Lydia translated this: “I, who have al ways been upright and
sincere?” Hs mnd did not feel affronted. He nust be joking, she decided,
t hough she suspected he was upright and sincere.

I will consider the possibility of a career in drama, K r’x added. After
have becone bored wi th hone.

She sat for sonme tinme, holding the Diver’s hand. A couple of kids came down
finally. “WIIl it shake hands with us?” asked the girl.

“Kr'x is male,” Lydia said. “You should call him*‘he.’”

“Ckay,” said the boy.

Lydia rel ayed the request to Kr’x. He conplied.

“He feels ishy,” the girl said.

“He’s a guest on this planet,” Lydia said. “A menber of a scientific
expedition. Treat himw th respect.”

“My nom says we're going to have to | eave,” the boy said.

“H's momis the mayor,” the girl added.

“Because of the expedition,” the boy continued. “The scientists screwed up,
and now the Als are mad at all of us. Are you a scientist?”

“No,” said Lydia.

“I's he?” the boy asked, waving at K r’x. The Diver was noving backward into
deeper water. In her mnd, Lydia heard himsay, Human skin feels so odd.

“No. He and | were on the expedition, but only as hired help.”
“That’ s good, | guess,” the boy said. “Do you know what w |l happen to us?”

“The Als will help your fanmlies find another world,” Lydia said. “And you
will settle onit.”

“I't won't be the same,” the girl said.
That was certainly true. Lydia could think of nothing conforting to say.
Change is inevitable? The galaxy is full of planets as lovely as this one?

Nei t her remark seemed useful at the nonent.

Kr'x lifted a tentacle, this one covered with spines, waved farewell to her,
and dove.



