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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

Chapter 1

 

Angie blinked as she stepped from the lift into the observation tower—first to assure herself she was fully awake, then again, rapidly, to activate the distance grid in her telescopic implants. The eastern sky was much too dark for this early morning hour. 

“Spit on the lines,” she muttered. The darkness wasn't part of any night sky. It was smoke! There was a fire in Sector Five. 

She strode to the control console at the center of the tower and keyed a system-wide alarm sequence. 

“Fire Control,” she said into the opened mike, “this is Central Forest Preserve. We have a primary alert in Sector Five. Repeat. Serious burn in Sector Five. Please order a full fire crew to the site stat. Put secondary lines on standby. I'm transmitting fire coordinates now.” 

She keyed in her visual estimates of the fire's location and dimensions, then focused the lookout tower's cameras on the site and activated a continual-update order. Her own estimates remained a steady orange glow at the top of the monitoring screen, showing that the computer-assisted camera system had verified them as accurate. 

“Central Forest,” the control watchman's voice drawled through the tower speaker; he sounded irritated, as if he'd rather not be disturbed. “Double-check your sighting and coordinates.” 

“They've been double-checked and more, Central,” she said, a little sharply; she paused to steady her voice. “Please enter an immediate scramble order before this gets out of hand.” The smoke had become a billowing silhouette against the rising sun. 

“Scrambling a full crew's pretty costly, lady,” the watchman said. “I'll need an okay from Warden Dinsman before I can proceed.” She could almost hear his slow grin. He would be up for a bonus if he could talk her out of the full crew. The forest preserve ranked low on the Company's list of priority expenditures. The only reason they supported it at all was because of pressure from the U.N., and even that was waning with the continued food shortage. The watchman probably had orders to stall or even deny all but the most serious fire calls from the preserve. 

Well, two could play the bonus-and-deduction game. “Log your name and your credit number, Watchman,” Angie said. “You're talking to Warden Dinsman.” 

There was a pause—to pull his feet off the desk, no doubt—then, rather hesitantly, a name and number appeared on her recording monitor. 

“You got my crew ordered yet, Mr. Hansen?” she asked. 

“Order confirmed,” came the instant reply. 

“Good. Tell ’em to pack their shovels. This ain't no picnic I'm invitin’ ’em to.” It was an old fire-liner's joke. The watchman wouldn't understand it, but it served to take the edge off Angie's anger and her growing concern. 

There was way too much smoke out there. It was spread over too great an area to have been started by a lightning strike during the night. And it was directly east of Tower Five. Even with the satellite alert system off-line, it should have been noticed and called in an hour before. 

Angie's right shoulder tingled as the sector lookout crews began checking in. As usual, Tower Two, far to the west, was first to make contact. Then Tower Four. Then Three, with a triple buzz, to remind her that Gates and Abada had a trainee on-site. She pressed the individual locator implants along her upper arm to acknowledge each call. The tingling stopped. 

Come on, Five, she urged silently. Where the hell are you? Wake up, Chandler! 

Chandler was alone at his station. His partner had been flown out with a broken ankle two days before, after stepping into a fireloving gopher hole. Angie pressed a finger over the Tower-Five implant, activating a search signal. A faint itch brushed her shoulder, telling her that Chandler was out there, just not responding. She keyed the alarm inside Tower Five again. 

Finally, reluctantly, she tapped the alert that would wake her own partner. She and Nori had been up most of the night repairing the grav plates on their flitter. When the jury-rigged job was complete, Nori had insisted they stay awake awhile longer to celebrate. Angie smiled slightly as she recalled the direction the celebration had quickly taken. Nori wasn't much of a mountain man, but he knew how to show a lady a good time. It hadn't been easy to leave his warm bunk when the time had come for her dawn watch. 

Angie turned away from the black smudge of burning forest and stood to walk a routine watch around the tower's perimeter. This wasn't the day to risk a trash fire in the backyard. 

A seemingly endless blanket of evergreens stretched in all directions from the tower. Acre upon acre of forest land. The trees grew too slowly for the preserve to be classified as an active CO2 farm. But the Company-owned property fell under the U.N.'s Earth Preservation Service guidelines nevertheless, simply because it was one of the very few stretches of indigenous forest left in the Northern Hemisphere. All other arable land, most of it owned or controlled by World Life, and regardless how marginal, was used for food production. 

The importation of a partial protein-conversion enzyme from the newly discovered waterplanet, Lesaat, had eased the problem somewhat. But the supply of the life-saving digestive enzyme was limited. Widespread famine still plagued Earth's ever-expanding population. 

A wisp of smoke in Sector Three caught Angie's attention. That would be the Company-run rest lodge on Lake Wendell, filled to capacity, she was sure, with well-fed World Life Company executives on holiday. 

“If they spent as much effort feeding the rest of the world as they do themselves,” she muttered, “I could retire and spend enough time up here to see that days like this never happen.” She glanced back across the tower at the rising smoke. This unexplained fire in what she considered her home territory made her angry. When she was here, she was supposed to be able to relax. 

As an environmental anthropologist Angie spent most of her time troubleshooting under a U.N. mandate to protect the planet's ever-diminishing food supply. During her twelve years of active duty, she had helped to solve everything from tree blight on the great South American tree farms to creeping forest fires in East Africa, from workers’ disputes in Canadian canneries to relocating rebellious New Guinea tribesmen. 

In the last case, much to the Company's dismay, she had used laws more than a half-century old to provide a way for the indigenous tribesmen to retain at least a portion of their own land. Her rate of success in preserving natural resources and thus assuring Company profits elsewhere, however, was such that even the most conservative administrators were willing to pay her deliberately exorbitant fees. 

In between jobs, though, she always came back to these high, dry mountains. She much preferred the patient, whispering pines to the explosive growth of the tropics where most of her troubleshooting work was done. Her parents had once owned a small ranch adjoining this preserve, and she had spent most of her youth hiking and camping in the nearby mountains. 

Her decision to become a troubleshooter had been based primarily on the knowledge that there were so few such wilderness areas left on Earth; she wanted to do what she could to save them. She had realized early on in her work that saving natural human resources, despite Company opposition, was equally satisfying. 

Still, Angie treasured the scattered days and weeks of isolation from human conflict that her interim fire warden's job provided. Her current two-month stay at Tower One was as long a continuous stretch as she had ever managed. She would have liked to believe that the long break in the need for her crisis-intervention services indicated some small improvement in the world situation, but she suspected it was just a fluke. 

The lift door hissed open as Angie finished her circuit of the lookout tower. Nori fumbled with the Velcro fasteners on his shirt as he stepped from the lift. His ordinarily well-groomed hair stood on end, and his eyes, for once without their fine shadow of makeup, were red rimmed from lack of sleep. 

“What's going—” He stopped when he saw the smoke. His already pale face turned paler. 

“Sorry, Watchman,” she said as she returned to the console. “Looks like we should have made it a shorter night.” 

He laid a warm hand on her shoulder. “A difficult thing to do with a woman of your talents, Warden. I'd been warned about troubleshooters’ stamina, but—” He blinked rapidly, then keyed a set of visual coordinates. 

Angie's original estimates maintained their steady glow at the top of the screen. Nori's flickered near the center, just below those of the computer-assisted cameras. They were close, but not exact. 

“You called it right,” he said. “As always.” 

She smiled. “I told you that last visual implant would make a difference.” 

“Humph! A lien on half your lifetime's savings and a ten-year mountain service indenture, all for a few meters’ accuracy. What's it good for?” 

It was an argument they had had before, and one that she was weary of. The reminder that he had accessed her personal financial records irritated Angie as it always did, but because she had deliberately structured those records to be misleading, she addressed only the second part of his complaint. 

“It's a simple contract extension,” she said. “To make sure this mountain post stays open for me.” 

“Your talents are wasted out here in this wilderness,” he said. “With your genotype and your training, you'd qualify to work anywhere in the Company system—on Earth or off. You could have any administration job you wanted.” 

“Work in admin? I'd rather shovel dung on Mensat,” she replied. “Meaning no offense to your own ambitions, of course.” 

“Of course,” he said dryly. 

Mensat's primary industry was the mining of giant guano deposits; assignment on the odoriferous planet was considered the most degrading of all forms of employment. World Life had purchased immediate use-rights to Mensat when it was first discovered, and had learned too late that while humans could survive there, they could do so only in very small numbers and in very great discomfort. The only financially viable product Mensat offered was its natural fertilizer, and it would be centuries before the Company recouped its original use-rights investment. Dedicated Company men like Nori did not like to be reminded of that crowning example of Company greed. 

Still, he persisted. “I've heard they're about to start producing a new total-conversion enzyme on Lesaat; the algae farms are bound to need new recruits. You could—” 

“Oh, Nori,” she said. “The Company's been trying to pass off that rumor for as long as I can remember. You know better than to try it on me.” 

Nori watched her for a moment, then smiled slightly and shrugged. 

“I'm not interested in going off-planet,” she told him. “Not even to a place that's being touted as ‘Earth's new South Pacific paradise.'” Nori had shown her Lesaat's most recent recruitment brochures just the afternoon before. “Nobody's going to turn me into a squid just to—” 

“The job I'm talking about is different,” he said quickly. “They need a ranking troubleshooter to—” 

“I'm not interested.” Angie suspected that the Company had already approached the other ranking shooters about this job, and been turned down. She had made it clear for years that she was not open to such requests. 

“But this is only a temporary—” 

“Give it a rest, Nori. We've been over this a hundred times. I do not want to leave Earth.” 

“Well, I wish you would at least consider—” 

“What are you trying to do?” she snapped. “Get yourself a recruitment bonus at my expense?” 

His touch disappeared from her shoulder. “You're a stubborn woman, Angie.” 

Angie sighed. She had heard that before, too. She indicated a flickering digital gauge. “Wind's up a bit.” 

“Towers check in yet?” he asked. 

“All but Five.” 

They both lifted their gazes to the fire. 

“Must have been multiple lightning strikes,” Nori said. “Burn's too big for just one.” 

“You hear any thunder last night?” Angie asked. 

He shook his head. 

“Neither did I.” 

She stood. “Take the deck. I'm going to go see what's going on out there.” Crossing to the lift, she kicked off her moccasins and stepped into one of the readied fire suits. 

Nori slid into the control seat. He touched in the change-of-deck command and activated the tower recorder—a Company man's move. “Fire Rescue is already on its way,” Nori said. “There's no reason for you to go out there.” 

“I can reach the tower at least ten minutes sooner than the rescue bus,” she replied. She sealed the heat-resistant coverall across the tops of her thighs and in a slightly off-center line down her chest. “If Chandler's in trouble, it might make a difference.” She bent to pull on double-soled boots. 

“The leading edge is damn close to the tower already, if these readings are right,” Nori said. “Let Rescue do its job, Warden.” 

Sure, she thought, by the book, regardless of the possible consequences to the guy in trouble. Nori was a Company man down to his socks. She paused just long enough to meet his gaze. “Let me do mine,” she said. 

He frowned and turned back to the console. She snapped on the fire suit's hood, a little surprised that he had given up so easily. 

“Nori,” she said as she stepped into the lift. He was still for a moment. Finally, he turned. 

“Wish me luck?” 

“You're a damn fool, Angie, why can't you just...” 

She sighed again and punched the lift doors closed. “Never let ’em get too close,” she muttered. Nori was a competent enough lineman when it counted, and he had been good company during his stay at Tower One, but his Company line and his constant attempts to recruit her for off-planet work, not to mention his veiled overprotectiveness, were becoming irritating. Despite her fondness for him, Angie was looking forward to the time when his field rotation ended. 

Never get too close, yourself, she mused. 

Angie pushed the flitter to full power as soon as she was aloft. As she drew closer, the smoke in Sector Five appeared darker, angrier than before. It blocked the rising sun's direct rays. She activated the cabin radio. 

“Tower One, this is Tower One Flitter,” she said. “I'm about to cross the sector line.” 

“Are the grav plates holding level?” Nori responded. 

“Plates are okay, but the hatch is still sticking. I damned near broke my wrist getting it closed.” 

“It's the pneumatic springs,” he replied. “There's nothing we can do without replacements. Supply says they can't get new springs from the manufacturer until the air cargo strike is settled.” 

Angie sighed. Unlike the total cooperation she received while on troubleshooting assignments, supply problems were a way of life here on the preserve. 

About ten years before, World Life Company had agreed to maintain the area as an ecological preserve in return for full title to it and the adjoining downslope farm and industrial lands. Aside from their own rest lodge, however, they did little to keep the preserve's support facilities in good repair. 

It was rumored that the multinational World Life Company had been created by former members of the South American drug cartels around the turn of the century. As their illicit drug markets shrank and the danger of being killed or prosecuted rose, they dropped out of sight and began quietly investing in legitimate industrial and agricultural enterprises. 

The resultant, highly profit-oriented World Life Company soon became recognized as a growing force in the international money market. Other businesses, particularly large insurance companies and banks, scrambled to include themselves within its ranks. 

It was widely believed that the Company had, in those early years, encouraged the fundamentalist fervor of the times, particularly as it related to outlawing abortion and artificial birth control in many parts of the world. By doing so, they created a desperate, demanding, and entirely legal market for the carefully controlled food resources the Company was soon able to provide. 

After nearly seventy years of maneuvering, World Life controlled almost all of Earth's resources, including this high mountain forest preserve, and it was Angie's opinion that the morals of the Company founders had been passed on directly to their successors. 

Angie focused and refocused, searching for the touch of fluorescent yellow that would pinpoint Tower Five. She had paid for the paint herself, after becoming disgusted with the administrative hassle of getting the Company to do it. They'd be just as happy to see the whole forest burn, she thought. Then they could turn their terraformers loose and turn it into a fireloving farm. 

“Idiots,” she muttered. She had told Company Admin that many times, to their faces, but it never made a difference. They just paid her ever more exorbitant fees and continued to lease her services from the United Nations. She keyed an update of her position and the fire's movement. 

“Okay, I see the tower,” she said finally. “Twelve degrees left of the main smoke column. Looks like the front edge is very close to it. There's too much smoke to see clearly. There's a lot of deadfall in this sector. The fire's going to be burning hot. Warn the crews, and enter an order for clearing crews to move through the rest of the sector as soon as the fire's out.” 

“Bookkeepers'll squawk about the cost,” Nori replied. 

“Bugger the bookkeepers,” she said. “I'll send them a bucket of ash.” 

The flitter bucked slightly. “I'm hitting heat drafts now.” She kept her voice steady despite her rising adrenaline. 

“Fire-rescue flitter is ten minutes off the Tower Five bearing.” Nori's voice, thick as it was with underlying tension, was an irritant in the flitter's small cabin. “They request you hold your position until their arrival.” 

“Bugger them, too,” Angie muttered. The flitter bumped hard again. She fought the controls and adjusted the pressurized grav plates until the flitter steadied. 

“The flit's fireloving jumpy,” she said. “Grav plates seem to be holding, though. That makeshift intake valve is letting smoke into the cabin, so I'm shifting to suit transmission.” She flipped her faceplate closed and tongued on the oxygen intake and radio switch. She activated the auto-exhaust, and the pall of smoke cleared quickly from inside the flitter. 

“I have the tower in sight again,” she said. She pressed the implant on her shoulder. A strong itch responded. “My locator spots Chandler right at the site. Why the hell doesn't he get out?” 

Nori said. “From here, it looks like the front edge is about to run right over the tower.” 

Angie blinked twice. “It's about a hundred meters off. I'll circle—” 

Suddenly a klaxon blared. Angie jumped and swore. She slapped the keyboard to turn off the siren. 

“Tower One Flitter, this is Fire Rescue.” The rescue pilot's voice was almost as loud as the klaxon. Angie winced. 

“Pull back from the fire zone, Flitter One. Repeat. Pull back from the fire zone.” 

“Turn down your fireloving volume, Rescue,” Angie snapped. “We're on a radio line. You don't have to scream to be heard.” 

“Oh...” A pause. Then, some decibels lower, “Sorry.” The pilot's voice was young, excited, inexperienced. Angie groaned quietly. Trouble always came in bunches. She could still taste the smoke on the back of her tongue. 

“That's better,” she said. “Now, why the hell did you trigger my alarm?” 

“You've passed inside the fire safety zone, Flitter One.” 

“I'm aware of that, Rescue.” 

“You're too close to the leading edge. Pull back from the zone immediately.” 

“I have crew in the tower, Rescue,” Angie said, trying to maintain patience. “He's not responding to the alerts.” 

“Move back, Flitter One. We'll get your man out. That's what we're trained for.” 

“What's your ETA?” 

“Seven minutes thirty seconds.” 

“Not good enough.” 

“Damn it, Flitter One! Move back. That's an order.” 

“Suck ash,” Angie replied. She fought the bucking flitter closer to the tower. 

“Angela, love.” A new voice, calm, controlled—blessedly familiar—interrupted the pilot's unintelligible response. “Get your pretty ass away from that fire.” 

Angie grinned. The knot in her stomach began to loosen. “Sally Goberlan,” she called. “What are you doing back on the line? I thought you got kicked upstairs.” She had partnered with Goberlan many times on troubleshooting assignments. There was no question of inexperience here. 

“Just passing through on a routine inspection when your fire call came in,” Goberlan said. “Rescue was short on supervisors, so I accepted their request to come along. Seemed like a good way to see you in action on your own turf. I see what you mean about Company support up here. The equipment on this bus is archaic. I've had access to better in the New Guinea Highlands.” 

Angie laughed. They had been caught in a collapsed highland cave once with only a flint knife between them. It had taken them seven days to dig and scrape their way out. They had become good friends along the way. 

“You're dealing with a training crew, by the way,” Sally added. 

“Spit,” Angie muttered. “Well, tell ’em from me that this is not, repeat, not a training run.” 

“Heard and understood,” Goberlan said, “but let's play it by the book if we can. Give the kids a proper lesson and all that. You know the procedure. If your man's still in the tower when leading edge hits sixty meters, we'll let him ride it out. It'll be hot, but if he's suited up, he can survive.” 

“Yes, Mother,” Angie said. She swung the flitter in a careful curve around the tower, then caught her breath as the external ladder came into view. “Forget the book, Sal.” 

She began a fast descent. “Chandler's not in the tower. He's on the outside ladder, not moving.” 

“Our ETA is five minutes.” Rescue's pilot was back on the line. “Please pull back.” 

“Leading edge is closing fast,” Angie replied. “You'll never make it in time.” 

“We get no life readings but your own from the tower area, Flitter One.” 

Angie brought the flitter as close as she dared to the tower. She blinked rapidly, trying to establish extreme close focus on Chandler's still form. Black smoke billowed across her field of vision before she could tell if he was breathing. 

“There's no point risking your life for a dead man.” The rescue pilot was pleading now. 

“I'm foaming the ladder.” Angie leaned forward as far as her helmet and the flitter's viewscreen allowed and counted softly as a cloud of white, anti-incendiary foam sprayed from the flitter's port nozzles. It pushed through the smoke-and settled. For an instant, Angie had a clear view of Chandler's body, frosted white against the brilliant yellow of the tower ladder. She blinked, and blinked again, before the smoke poured back. 

“He's alive, Rescue. But just barely. I'm going down.” 

“There's no way you can tell—” 

“I can see his chest moving, damn it! I'm setting down at the base of the ladder and will climb directly—” 

“Negative! Negative! Do not attempt ground landing!” The pilot was shouting again, her voice shrill and frightened. 

Angie forced her own voice to stay calm. “Five's flitter is aflame on the tower roof, Rescue. There's no other way to reach him.” 

“The flames are gonna hit that tower any—” 

“Goberlan?” Angie said as she fought the flitter to the ground. 

“I'm with you,” Goberlan replied instantly. Her voice was as calm and measured as before. The pilot protested in the background. 

“I'm going to need a foam dump as fast as you can get it here,” Angie said. “I'll only have one shot at him.” 

“Roger. We have the tower in sight.” 

“Angie, be careful—” 

“Nori, get off the fireloving line!” Angie shouted. 

“How far up the ladder is he?” Goberlan's smooth voice pulled her back to calm. 

“Just below halfway. His right arm and leg have slipped through the rungs. That must be what's holding him up there.” 

“Are you on the ground yet?” 

“I'm opening the hatch now. Damn these fireloving springs! Nori, I want a complete overhaul on this crate the instant this is over. I don't care how many admin heads you have to bash to get it done. That's an order!” 

The hatch slammed open, clanging against the flitter's side. Instantly, the cabin was filled with smoke—and the roar of the fire. Angie tongued her suit's auditory dampers to muffle the din. 

“Leave the hatch open if it's giving you trouble,” Goberlan said. “Keep the auto-exhaust on full. It'll clear as soon as you're back inside. How's the foam on Chandler? Holding?” 

“Too much smoke to tell. I'm on the ladder and climbing. It's bloody hot out here, Sal.” 

“Suit coolants on full?” 

“On overdrive. The ladder rungs are warm even through my gloves. Why the hell is this fire so hot?” 

“See your man yet?” 

“I can't see a damn—” Angie's hand met an obstruction. “Wait ... Okay, I've got him. Spit, his suit is as hot as the ladder.” 

“Can you get him down?” 

Angie attached two lifelines to the ladder. She hooked one to her own chest harness, then moved carefully up the ladder until she could feel the utility belt around Chandler's waist. Fumbling in the smoky darkness, she attached the second line to the rapid-descent loop at the back of Chandler's belt. 

“Talk to me, Angie,” Goberlan said. “What's happening?” 

Angie climbed another rung to where she could see the faint outline of Chandler's helmet. “Lifeline's attached. I'm trying to free his arm ... Oh, damn ... How close are you, Sally?” 

“ETA, two minutes.” 

“I need foam right now. His faceplate is open. Jammed. I can't move it. He must have been climbing up when he passed out, because he's been in the flames.” 

“I hear you. We'll alert the burn center in Denver and foam on arrival. Can you get him off the ladder?” 

Angie yanked an emergency oxygen canister from her belt and pressed it over Chandler's mouth and nose. “Stay alive,” she whispered. 

Aloud, she said, “I'm freeing his leg now.” She leaned her shoulder into Chandler's waist and climbed another rung. The man's full weight sank into her shoulder. His leg caught, then released suddenly from where it had slipped through the rung. Angie clung to the ladder with one arm while she grasped Chandler tightly with the other. 

“Okay! I've got him!” She was startled at the intensity of her own relief. “I'm sending him down on the lifeline.” She checked to be sure Chandler's line was clear, then slid him off her shoulder. Suspended by the lifeline harness, he hung facedown, bent at the shoulders and waist. 

“I need foam, Rescue. He's burning up, and I have no way to cool him.” She glanced down. “The grass is aflame at the edge of the tower platform. It looks like the platform is burning, too. Note that, Rescue. Something smells real bad down here, and it's not just the smoke.” Bracing Chandler's line away from the ladder, she activated a rapid release. His limp form slid swiftly toward the ground. 

“ETA, forty-five seconds, One. Front line is at twenty meters. Flitter on tower roof is fully engaged. We'll only have time to foam you once and get out. There's no way we can make a lift.” 

“We can't go in—” The pilot's voice was silenced abruptly. 

Angie stopped Chandler's descent when the line count showed him to be within two meters of the ground. “We'll ride it out in the flitter,” she said. “I'm descending now.” She activated her own line, pushed away from the ladder, and slid in a blur to Chandler's side. When the line bounced her to a stop, her feet were centimeters from the ground. She had the line disconnected and was reaching for Chandler before her boots hit the deck. 

“Foaming, Flitter One.” 

Angie ducked instinctively as a white cloud suddenly engulfed her. The temperature dropped instantly. She yanked away Chandler's lifeline, slung his limp form over her shoulder, and sprinted through the snowy foam toward the flitter. 

“Front edge is on you, Flitter One.” Goberlan's voice continued, as cool as the foam. “We're moving back. We'll cool you down and lift you out as soon as the line passes. Good luck, Angie.” 

Angie stuffed Chandler headfirst through the flitter's open hatch, then swung herself inside. She reached back to swing the hatch door closed. “If you've made it this far, Chandler, you're going to make it all the way,” she called out. 

The hatch door didn't move. 

“Damn!” 

She yanked again on the hatch handle. Flames licked across the opening; the brilliant orange startled her after so long in the smoky darkness. She could feel the heat intensifying, even through the insulating layer of foam. Chandler could never survive the heat of the fire in his open suit. She wasn't even sure she could. She had to get the hatch closed. 

She leaned out into the flames, grabbed the door's edge with both hands—and pulled. “Move, damn you!” she yelled. The door shifted. 

“Move!” The hatch swung half the distance before sticking again. Flame, jagged streaks of yellow and orange, sliced across her vision. Her hands and arms felt as if they were scorching. She braced both feet against the cabin wall and yanked with all her strength. 

“Move!” 

There was another instant's hesitation, then the hatch slammed shut. The flames disappeared abruptly, and the roar of the fire changed to the sudden scream of the auto-exhaust. The smoke was so thick that Angie could barely see past her faceplate. 

“Angie! Our life monitor shows you back in the flitter. Are you all right? How's Chandler?” 

Angie tried to blink away the smoke. There must be something wrong with the auto-exhaust. It was supposed to be silent. The darkness had grown opaque. 

“Talk to me, Angie.” 

Why was it so hard to breathe? 

“Flitter one...” 

“Smoke,” Angie forced out, “The smoke won't clear.” Her legs felt like rubber. 

“Did you get Chandler into the flitter, Angie?” 

Sally Goberlan's voice. 

What was she doing here? Suddenly, Angie felt very cold. “Goberlan?” 

“Did you get Chandler inside the flitter?” Goberlan insisted. “Answer me, Angie.” 

The smoke was condensing inside her helmet. Angie shook her head to clear it, then blinked to snap her nictitating membranes into place. “I can't...” 

Her vision cleared. “Oh, mother of mountains,” she breathed. 

“Angie, what's going on down there?” 

Her hands, both of them, had been caught across the palms by the slamming hatch door. 

“Talk to me, Angie.” Goberlan's voice had taken on the dead-calm tone of one who knows her listener is in serious trouble. Angie had used the tone herself often enough to know. She tried, but was unable to disengage her close-up focus. 

“We estimate seven minutes to lift out, Angie. We'll try to get close enough to foam you in five.” 

How long does it take for a person my size to bleed to death? Angie wondered. Her mind kept sliding away from the problem. 

“Hold on, Angie.” 

“Holding,” she whispered. 

It was a long time before she was able to close her eyes. 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 2

 

Le Fe'e's song was faint inside the burial cave. Fatu suspected that was more a result of the human presence in the cavernous chamber than of the cave's distance from the sea. He heard melancholy in the faint rumble of surf pounding the outer reef. He tasted loneliness on the still, damp air. 

I miss her, too, he replied silently. Le Fe'e only existed in his niece's imagination, but in her absence, Fatu drew comfort from the sounds and smells she had claimed were the god's own. He wished for a return to freer, more joyous days. 

Despite her late parents’ recorded wishes, Fatu's attempts to bring Pua back to Lesaat had consistently failed. The Company inspectors had claimed they were not closely enough related. They insisted Pua was safe with her mother's family on Earth. It was an unsatisfactory compromise, even if it was true, which Fatu doubted. 

He pulled his attention back to the cave. It's a place to fit my mood today, he thought. Moisture shimmered deep in moss-lined crevices and dripped, dripped, dripped like perpetual tears onto wet stone. Slime molds shimmered in bioluminescent rainbows where they were not faded to slick gray by the Earther's harsh, artificial lights. The damp air, cooler by far than that outside the cave, smelled of spilled candleberry oil, mildew, and human sweat. 

A nightcrawler, confused by the unnatural glare of fluorescent lamps, crawled into the light, flipped onto its side, and punctured its dye sack. Fatu glanced toward the small sound and sighed, saddened yet further by the creature's mistake. Only during the phosphorescence of true night did the nightcrawlers’ procreative spores become viable. This one had given its life for nothing. 

“I will mourn for your lost children,” Fatu chanted quietly in Samoan. “As I must mourn for my own.” It was a song he had sung all too often of late. 

Toma glanced back to meet his look for a moment. The planetary super looked tired, but Fatu did not doubt that he was fully alert. The bastard Klooney and the visiting Company inspector either did not hear or chose not to react. Fatu sighed, and retreated to silence again as Klooney ripped open the final basket of human burial remains. 

A fine cloud of gray dust lifted. Klooney snuffed and sneezed. “Damn mildew,” he muttered. He scratched at his forearms, not a wise thing to do with nails as sharp as his. His arms were covered with thick, dark hair, matted with sweat and the dust from previously disturbed burial packets. The gray talc clung to the hair in damp wads. The Earther stepped back to avoid the settling dust. Klooney glowered at him. 

“I oughta get hazard pay for workin’ in here, Yoshida,” he said. “Look at this. I'm gettin’ a rash already. Reef-rotted air in here tastes like the inside of a coffin.” 

It is the inside of a coffin, Fatu reminded him silently. Klooney was a fool of a man, bright enough to do the Company's dirty work, but too stupid to realize that his present status as the Company's chief waterworld thug would end the instant his services were no longer needed. Instead of the land leases he expected, his ultimate reward would most likely be a late evening swim with the suckersharks. An event to which Fatu, quite frankly, looked forward. 

Fatu folded his arms across his broad chest and leaned against the wall. The moist stone was cool against his bare back. His lavalava clung in damp folds to his hips and thighs, and his oiled hair hung heavy over his shoulders. It was streaked with gray. I'll be as white as the snow trees soon, he mused. I'm getting old before my time. 

“Just get on with it,” Yoshida said. He was wearing a Company dress uniform, which, despite the several hours they had been inside the damp cave, was still spotless. Inspector's insignia glimmered on his sleeve cuffs. He removed a folded handkerchief from his chest pocket and patted it against his perspiring forehead. 

Klooney wiped a sweat-dampened sleeve across his own face and sneezed again. He scattered a handful of charred bone fragments across the stone ledge. “There's nothing in this one either,” he said. “I told you there wouldn't be.” A bone shard slipped through his long fingers and tumbled to the ground. 

Fatu straightened, but Toma motioned him back and bent to retrieve the relic. He picked it up carefully with the tips of his fingernails and placed it back among the others. 

“What's the matter, Toma?” Klooney asked. “You afraid of disturbin’ Fatu's ghosts?” 

“I prefer not putting them to the test,” Toma said. He dropped his gaze to Klooney's left hand, where the upper third of his index finger was missing. Klooney had lost it to an unexpectedly bold scissors worm in this very cave just a few weeks before. The reddened stump was just beginning to regenerate. 

Klooney glanced back at Fatu, narrowed his eyes, then growled and spat. Not, Fatu noted with some satisfaction, anywhere near the burial remains. His warnings about ghostly retributions had not stopped the man from following Company orders, but they had not been entirely without effect. Klooney scratched his arm again. 

“Enough,” Yoshida said. “I'm not interested in hearing about your stupid superstitions.” He frowned at his stained handkerchief, folded the cloth over on itself, and returned it to his pocket. “Continue the search.” 

“Where am I supposed to look?” Klooney asked. He snuffed and sneezed again. “This is the last of the burials. We've been over this cave a dozen times in the last five months, and I've opened these reef-sucking baskets of refuse every time. Your damn research records ain't in here.” 

“I've searched the cave as many times myself, Inspector,” Toma said, “both before and after your security teams went through it. Klooney's right. We're wasting our time in here. We should be out on the reef deciding what to do about the harvest.” 

“There is nothing to decide,” Yoshida said. “When the Company's ready to harvest the algae, you'll be informed.” 

Toma settled his hands on his hips. He, too, was wearing Company dress, but the uniform was faded and worn thin with use. The legs and sleeves had been cut short, revealing heavily muscled thighs and shoulders. Yoshida's cold look followed the motion of Toma's long-fingered hands, then lifted quickly to his face. 

“If the Earth-based algae isn't cleared from Pukui before the typhoon season starts,” Toma said, speaking with the calm reason that made him so effective in his job as liaison between the waterworlders and Earth, “we're going to lose the entire reef, and probably three or four others directly downcurrent.” 

Yoshida said, as if quoting from World Life's policy manual, “The preservation of the current algae crop and the recovery of the total-conversion research records have priority over all other aspects of Pukui management. The orders stand.” 

“This is the year of alignment, Inspector,” Toma said. “A month from now, our two moons will cross paths directly over Pukui. The tides will be at their peak, and that's just when the storms are due. The algae nets are full to straining right now; they're barely holding during ordinary squalls. If they get hit by typhoon winds and swells at extreme high tide, they're going to rip right open.” 

“I've heard this before, Doctor.” 

“Well, listen to it again,” Fatu said, stepping forward at last. “Try to comprehend it this time, and for god's sake repeat it to your idiot supervisors back on Earth. Pukui's Earth algae has already been allowed to grow too thick. Neither light nor nutrients are reaching the inner algal masses. They're full of rot. The coral beds underneath aren't getting enough oxygen, so the reef itself is beginning to die.” 

Fatu lifted a hand to stop Yoshida from interrupting. He saw Toma make the sign for caution, but he ignored it. 

“So far, the damage is restricted to the reef flats directly under the active algae pens,” he said. “But if that algae breaks loose, we won't stand a chance of saving this lagoon. It'll bloom over both the inner and outer reefs long before the storm season ends. You know what that means. You've seen what loose Earth algae can do to Lesaat's reefs.” 

Yoshida turned his skeptical look toward Klooney. 

Klooney shrugged and nodded. “It's true. There ain't enough squids on the planet to clean a major storm spill out of Pukui. Hell, the size of the inner reef alone is twice what we could handle. The barrier reef is three times that. Let that 410 Standard loose out there, Inspector, and it ain't gonna stop growin’ till the whole place is dead. You're pushin’ your luck already, holding the harvest off this long.” 

The Earther remained silent for a time. Think about it, Fatu urged. Think about who's going to take the fall if the most valuable reef on Lesaat is lost, whether the missing records are found or not. 

Pukui had been providing the Company with consistently high profits for twenty years, ever since Zed and Lehua Pukui began controlled farm operations there. Earlier settlers had misjudged the potential of Lesaat's nutrient-rich waters and allowed Earth-based algae to grow wild over unprotected reefs. It had bloomed and spread so rapidly that harvesting wasn't possible in time to save the underlying coral. Three prime atolls were fully destroyed before the Company halted operations and began seeking experts to do the job right. 

Zed was a phycologist and oceanographer, Lehua a geneticist. Both were eager to accept the land titles that came with offers of permanent resettlement on Lesaat. Within a year at Pukui, they had devised a safe containment system for the algae and designed the physical changes humans needed for efficient, long-term work on the waterfarms. 

Pukui continued as a key research center for the study and processing of the desperately needed protein-conversion enzyme. The atoll's loss would be catastrophic to more than just the waterworlders who lived and worked there. 

Inspector Yoshida rubbed his stubby fingers across his chin. He looked down at his hand and frowned, just as he had at the handkerchief earlier. He started to wipe his fingers on his trouser leg, but caught himself before they touched the clean gray fabric. He used the already soiled handkerchief to clean them instead. 

Klooney sneezed. He hacked and spat, then rubbed his eyes with the backs of his dust-laden hands, cursing when it made him cough and sneeze again. 

Time to get them out of here, Fatu decided, before Klooney starts wondering why today's “mildew” is so much more irritating than it's ever been before. He took another step forward. “You people have done enough damage for today. I want you to leave.” 

“We'll leave when we're ready,” Yoshida said. 

Toma stepped quickly between them. “Sorry, Inspector, but this is private property. We can only stay for as long as Fatu gives his consent.” 

“But I'm not—” 

“Both U.N. and Lesaat law give him the right to ask us to leave,” Toma said. 

“This is an official Company investigation,” Yoshida insisted. 

Toma nodded. “And I am the ranking Company official on Lesaat. If anyone could grant you the right to disregard Fatu's request, the planetary supervisor could. But without a U.N.-authorized search warrant I am unable to assist you. I am, in fact, required to enforce the law which states that you—” He glanced at Fatu. “—that we must leave.” He motioned toward the entrance. 

Yoshida glared at Fatu. “You won't get away with this much longer, Fatu.” 

“Bring my niece back,” Fatu said, “and I'll give the Company free access to the entire atoll.” 

“She's not your niece,” Yoshida said. “Not by any civilized legal definition. She stays where she is.” 

Fatu folded his arms again. He arranged his long fingers in a gesture that caused Yoshida's eyes to darken. The Earther's thin lips tightened, and his shoulders tensed. Do it! Fatu urged. Give me the excuse I need to crush your tide-pissing skull right here in this cave. 

“Pump him full of penta,” Klooney said, unwittingly breaking the moment of tension, “and he'll tell us right now.” He lifted a quick hand toward Toma. “Yeah, yeah. I know. Free citizens can't be truth-drugged without their consent. How much longer you think it'll be before the Company finds a way around that law, Doc?” 

“I have no idea,” Toma replied coolly. “But for as long as Lesaat remains a U.N. protectorate under Company control, I have no choice but to see that the laws as they stand are obeyed. That's what World Life pays me for, Klooney—and they pay me very well—to keep the Company in strict compliance with the law. Now, leave that stuff as it is and get out.” 

Klooney's hands rolled into fists, but a sneeze erased any menace from his stance. “Reef-suckin’ moldhole,” he muttered. He eyed Fatu darkly as he picked up one of the lamps and crossed to the entrance. He dropped to his knees and crawled outside. 

Toma motioned for Fatu to follow. 

“I have work to do here,” Fatu said. He gestured toward the scattered burial remains. 

“You come with us,” Yoshida snapped. 

Fatu dropped his cool glance down the front of the Earther's clean gray suit, then brought it back to his face. He said nothing. 

Yoshida began, “I'll order an Earth waterguard unit out here if I have—” 

“If the inspector is going to take an accurate report on Pukui's current condition back to Earth,” Toma said with his perpetual, damnable reasonableness, “he needs to see the farm from below the surface. You know the reef better than I do, Fatu. I'd like you to pilot the sub.” 

“Is that an order, Doctor Haili?” Fatu asked softly. 

“Yes,” Yoshida said. 

Toma held Fatu's look for a moment. “A request,” he said finally. Yoshida cursed in frustration. 

Fatu smiled slightly. As he crouched to exit the cave, he trailed the tips of his long fingers along the cool, damp wall. The soft pop and hiss of another ill-fated nightcrawler followed him from the shadows. 

 

 

 


 

Chapter 3

 

Angie woke to cool wetness. Viscous fluid slid slowly across her bare skin, crept over her chin, and covered her cheeks. She heard it bubbling in her ears. No! It slipped into her mouth and nose, and abruptly she was back in the mountain river, freezing cold, trapped in the speeding, dark current. She was suffocating! No! No! 

Something hot touched her veins. Fire! Angie thought, and the panic would have been total if all sensation had not abruptly ceased. 

 

Rhythmic chanting drew her back. The words were meaningless, but the cadence of the song was comforting. Angie fought her way back to consciousness. Something soft and dry caressed her forehead. A hand? The thought formed slowly. No. The touch was too delicate, the stroking tendrils too long. She thought about opening her eyes. 

I must be immersed in an EM field, she thought. The realization brought her tremendous relief. It meant that the great darkness she had just left had been a result of sensory deprivation, not a sign of her own insanity. The dep tank's electromagnetic stasis field must still be holding her immobile. She shivered mentally as she remembered the fire, the hatch—the reason why she was here. 

Cautiously she moved her eyelids. They lifted after a brief struggle. Not a full immersion, then. At least her facial muscles were under her own control. Staring straight up at the olive-drab ceiling, she was startled to see a spray of mildew. That has to be in my mind, she mused. Denver's too dry for mildew to grow on the walls. 

Something moved just at the edge of her vision. 

“Who's there?” she whispered. Her voice was low and hoarse. “Come closer, so I can see you.” 

“Turn your head.” It sounded like a child's voice, a girl. 

Angie started to comply, then stopped as a sliver of fear brushed her consciousness. “I—I can't.” Angie didn't understand the intensity of her aversion to moving. She wanted to move. Wanted it desperately, but she knew she must not. 

“You have to do it sometime.” 

Angie tried to mask her fear with anger. “I'll move when I'm fireloving ready. Who are you, anyway?” She blinked twice, and stared hard at the ceiling. It was mildew! 

“I'm Pualeiokekai noun Zedediah me Kalehuaokalae.” 

Angie shifted her gaze to the right. 

“It's okay to just call me Pua,” the girl said. She had moved to just within Angie's range of vision. Angie blinked back to standard focus. The child was older than Angie had guessed. Twelve, Angie thought, or maybe thirteen. Her golden brown skin had the silken smoothness of prepubescence. A faded yellow ribbon banded the girl's forehead, holding back long, thick, very black hair. Her equally dark eyes radiated challenge. 

“Let's see if you're as tough as everyone says you are,” Pua said. She lifted one dark brow and stepped back out of sight. 

Without thinking, Angie turned to follow. 

And was dropped into chaos—mental, visual. Her heart pounded, and the blood roared in her ears. The ceiling spun while the air slid without control from her lungs. She squeezed her eyes closed and gasped for a return breath that wouldn't come. Her mind screamed. She fell, tumbling, spinning... 

The girl laughed. 

...and Angie caught herself in midfall. She clung to the laughter. It remained the only stable thing within her consciousness. A ragged breath finally brought oxygen back to her lungs. Cautiously she sucked in another breath. Then another. The laughter faded, and the spinning slowed. 

“What happened?” Angie forced out. “What did you do?” 

“Nothing. You just moved your head.” 

Angie counted methodically to slow her heartbeat. Tentatively, she opened her eyes. The room spun for a moment more, then settled. The girl was standing about two meters away. She was short, with broad shoulders. She wore a white turtleneck with the words Think Wet! painted sloppily in yellow across the front. The sleeves and the lower edge of the shirt had been shredded and braided into intricately patterned fringe. At least it looked intricate—Angie's focus was still unsteady. 

The girl's mouth twitched as if she were restraining a smile. Angie took a slow, careful breath. “What happened?” she asked again. 

Pua came a step closer. “It's called hysterical paralysis. The drugs that make you sleep so long mess up your balance center, and that mixes up your stress system. You know, that fight-or-run-away thing? Anyway, you can't do either the whole time you're in the tank, so when you wake up, your mind kind of freezes. Some fish do it, and some animals, I think, but not because they've been in a deprivation tank.” 

The image of a mule deer frozen in her flitter's headlights crossed Angie's mind. Is that how the deer felt? She moved her head cautiously to the side again, and back. It left her slightly dizzy, but the intense dread it had generated earlier was gone. 

“Some people can't ever move on their own,” the girl went on. “The admin people hate it when that happens, ‘cause the drugs that make ’em move turn them into drones like my Auntie Kate.” 

Angie frowned. 

“Katie's nice, though,” Pua said quickly. “She just can't think very fast, and she talks kind of funny.” 

Angie wasn't frowning about anybody's Auntie Kate. She had never heard of such a reaction to simple healing tanks. The girl didn't appear to be deliberately lying, but ... Angie moved her head again; there was still no response from the rest of her body. 

“Pacific Islanders usually come out of the paralysis easiest,” Pua said. “Do you have Polynesian ancestors?” 

“Not that I know of,” Angie replied. 

The girl's gaze slid across Angie's body again. “You're big enough, but your skin got awful white before they gave you that last melanin treatment. Usually the darker skin colors are dominant when there's a mix.” 

Angie stared at her. “Are you a genetics expert, too?” she asked. She wondered why anyone would bother with her skin tone while she was still in recovery. She wondered who this strangely adult-sounding child was. 

Pua shrugged. “My mom was.” 

“Are you Polynesian?” Angie asked. Now that she was looking for it, she recognized the slight upward turn to Pua's eyes, the fullness of her face—and her skin tone. 

Pua nodded. “I'm Micronesian, too. My mom was Hawaiian, and my dad came from Chuuk.” Angie noted the past tense, but decided not to remark on it. The girl's chin had lifted as she spoke, a movement that stated conscious pride in her ancestry, but pain had touched her eyes for just an instant. 

Who are you? Angie wanted to ask. What are you doing wandering around in a critical-care unit? 

“Can you see my hands?” she asked instead. 

Pua glanced down. “They're still inside the recon gel baths. Dr. Waight took out the regrowth nets this morning.” 

A tremendous pressure lifted from Angie's mind. If they had used regrowth nets, it meant her hands had not been totally destroyed. They had been repairable. Or at least regrowable. 

“How do they look?” 

Pua brought her gaze back to Angie's face. Her expression was entirely neutral. “They look fine to me.” 

“Can you turn off the EM field?” 

Pua shook her head. “I'd get in too much trouble.” 

Angie sighed, and closed her eyes. She felt a feather touch on her brow. “What are you doing?” she asked. 

Instantly the touch disappeared. 

“Don't stop. My face is the only place I have any feeling.” 

Tentatively, the touch returned to her forehead. 

“You were here before, weren't you? While I was still asleep?” Angie relaxed under the stroking tendrils. “I remember someone singing...” A feather, she thought, and the thought made her want to laugh. Angie, the tough-assed troubleshooter, stroked to wellness by a bird. Sally would enjoy that one. 

She wondered what her favorite troubleshooting partner had learned about the source of that mountain fire. She knew Sally would run a full investigation of the event, regardless of any official Company report. Troubleshooters kept a closer eye on Company activities, and on each other, than most admin execs realized. 

“You talked in your sleep,” Pua said. 

Angie realized the comment was meant as an answer to her question. 

“Mostly about trees and mountains and stuff. That was kind of boring, but sometimes you talked about a guy named Nori.” 

Angie opened her eyes. 

“You talked about stuff you used to do together up in that tower.” Pua lifted a questioning brow. “Weren't you supposed to be working up there?” 

Angie blinked, wondering if it was possible to blush in an EM field. 

Pua giggled suddenly. “I liked it better when you talked about Sally Goberlan. Sally was the best.” 

That made Angie laugh, too. “Sally is definitely the best,” she agreed. “But what—” 

A pneumatic doorlock hissed. Pua backed quickly away. 

“Damn it, girl! I told you to stay out of here!” It was a man's voice. Loud and angry. Angie could just make him out at the edge of her vision. Very dark skin, tall. His features remained indistinct because of the angle. 

“I wasn't hurting—” 

“I warned you, Pua...” 

“Leave her alone,” Angie said. 

“What?” The man moved closer quickly, obviously startled to hear her speak. As he stared down at her, his anger turned quickly to concern. He called over his shoulder, “Waight, get in here! She's awake! Pua, you get out.” 

His eyes were too pale for the color of his skin to be natural. A thin scar ran from his right temple to his chin. A doctor? Angie thought. Somehow, she didn't think so. He acted more like admin. What would a Company man be doing in a reconstruction hospital? 

“What's going on, Crawley?” 

A woman appeared at Angie's side. An old woman, with eyes even paler than the man's. She blinked, and Angie caught the telltale glint of gridded lenses. Visual implants, she thought. Good ones. The woman leaned over her. 

“You are awake!” She sounded genuinely surprised. 

“Is there some reason I shouldn't be?” Angie asked. 

“No, I...” A lie. Angie saw it clearly in the woman's expression. “Of course not, Warden. You're just a little ahead of schedule, that's all. How do you feel?” 

“I don't feel anything,” Angie said. 

“Can you...” 

“Move my head?” Angie said when the woman hesitated. “Yes. The girl helped me break through the paralysis. Why was I—” 

The almost colorless eyes shifted abruptly. “Pua, what are you doing here? What did you do to her? Tell me exactly what happened when she woke.” 

“I didn't do anything, Doctor Waight, I just—” Pua paused. When she spoke again, her voice had grown tight, calculating. “I'll tell you everything, if you let me go home.” 

The woman cursed softly, and shifted her look back to Angie. “My name is Doctor Ruby Waight, Warden. I did the surgery on your hands. You do remember what happened to your hands, don't you?” 

“Yes,” Angie said softly. And thank you very much, Doctor, for your compassionate concern. 

“Good.” Waight motioned toward the man. “This is Walter Crawley, our administrative liaison. You'll have to pardon our momentary confusion. The drugs normally hold people under a day or two longer than this. It must have been your troubleshooter's conditioning that made the difference. I should have taken that into account.” She flashed a light in Angie's eyes and touched a flickering monitor that Angie could just barely see. 

“Now, this is important, Warden,” Waight said. “I want you to tell me everything you remember about waking up. All the details.” 

Angie disliked the woman immensely. She was tempted to repeat Pua's conditions for speaking, but decided she had better deal with her own needs first. She said, “I could remember better with the EM field turned off.” 

Waight's curse was the same one she had offered the girl. 

“I'd like to get up,” Angie said. 

That brought a quick, hard laugh. “You'd fall flat on your face if you tried to get up now, Warden. Give the drugs time to clear your system. You'll be out of here soon enough.” She did something below Angie's field of vision, and abruptly Angie felt sensation in her legs, her arms, her hands—her hands didn't feel right. 

“It would be best to keep your hands in the gel for a few more days,” Waight said. “Until you get used to the feel of them. The EM stimulation has kept the rest of your body in reasonably good shape. You should be fully recovered and functional in a few weeks.” 

Angie blew out a slow breath. She hated lying still. “How is Chandler?” 

“Who?” 

“The lineman she rescued,” the admin man said. 

The doctor's eyes darkened for an instant. “He's alive. He's been moved to rehab.” 

“In Houston?” 

Waight glanced at Crawley. 

“Hawaii,” he said. 

“Hawaii! Why isn't he at a burn center? How long have I been here?” 

The look that passed between Waight and Crawley left Angie feeling suddenly cold. 

“Five months.” 

“Why was Chandler sent to Hawaii?” Angie demanded. 

Again the quick exchange of dark looks. “His lungs were too badly damaged to be restored without full reconstruction,” Crawley said. “He was re-formed in the waterfarm tanks.” 

“The waterfarm—You replaced his lungs with gills!” 

“Total regrowth of full body parts is very expensive, Warden,” Crawley said. “Not to mention time-consuming. It's only done when the Company can be reasonably assured that the worker's future earning potential warrants the cost. Chandler was only a lineman. He had no special skills.” 

“He was only eighteen years old! How could he possibly have developed special skills?” 

“He had signed the standard Company contract, Warden,” Crawley said. “We were entirely within our rights to invoke the alternate-employment clause when he couldn't make the decision for himself.” 

“He would never have selected water work as an alternate. He was a mountain man.” 

“He's been fitted with high-grade gills and webs,” Waight broke in. “He'll be trained for midlevel management, so his salary will go up. And he's received a substantial disability bonus, of course.” 

“A disability bonus!” Angie cried. “You turn a man into a fireloving squid, and then offer him a disability bonus?” 

“Don't say that!” 

Angie turned her head at Pua's sharp command. She blinked away the dizziness, then blinked again to bring the girl's image closer. Pua's smooth skin had gone pale; her dark eyes flashed. 

“Pua,” Waight said. “Go outside.” 

“Don't say what?” Angie said. 

“Damn it—” 

“Don't call that man a squid!” Pua's cold stare no longer resembled that of a child. 

“What—” 

“Shut up, Pua. Crawley, get her out of here!” 

“Only a real waterworlder has the right to call a man a squid,” Pua said. Crawley reached for her, but the girl hissed and lifted a hand toward his face. He jerked back as a fistful of writhing tentacles snaked forward. They coiled back one by one until only the central one remained extended. It was a gesture as old as time. Presented by the sweet-faced girl, it was as obscene a thing as Angie had ever witnessed. 

“Suck reef, Admin,” Pua said. She backed toward the door, the fringes on her shirt swinging in time to her smooth steps. She met Angie's look again, for just an instant, before she disappeared. 

Crawley went after her. 

“Who is that?” Angie cried as the door hissed shut behind them. “What have you done to her!” 

“Don't try to lift your head, Warden,” Waight said. 

“She's only a kid! It's against the law to change—” 

“Lay back, Warden, or I'll turn the EM field back on.” A barely perceptible tingle spread across Angie's back. 

“No!” She dropped her head back onto the softly yielding surface of the EM platform. “Who is she?” she asked. 

What is she? she asked silently. What is going on here? A shiver slid along Angie's arms. She tried to make herself believe it had been caused by a fluctuation in the fading electromagnetic field. 

“Pua is a waterworlder,” Waight said. 

“I could see that!” The girl's waterworld alterations were more than obvious. But her hands were unlike any waterworlder's Angie had ever seen. Her fingers had been so long, so ... Angie thought suddenly of a holo she had once seen of an octopus in open water, its graceful, twisting tentacles outspread. She pushed the image away. 

“Pua's waterworld alterations were done while she was still in utero,” Waight said. “Her parents ran a research farm on Lesaat. Pua was the one success they had in trying to create a second generation not dependent on Earth's reconstruction labs. We didn't even know she existed until a year ago, when a Company crewman discovered her tying up holes in one of the algae nets.” 

Angie remembered Pua's proud acknowledgment of her ancestry. Pacific Islanders were the most sought after recruits for the Lesaat waterfarms, Angie knew, because both their physiological and psychological makeup had proved to make them the most adaptable immigrants. They were also, as a group, among the poorest of Earth's residents, and were thus the most easily conscripted. 

Angie tensed her back and shoulder muscles, then her legs and her arms. Only her hands did not respond. Or she didn't feel them if they did. She forced herself to relax. 

“Pua's parents are dead,” Waight went on. “Pua mistakenly fed them a poisonous variety of sea cucumber about six months ago. We transferred all three of them back here immediately after they were stricken, but only the girl lived.” 

Waight removed something from the side of Angie's neck. 

“That makes my shoulder itch,” Angie said. 

“It's just your locator implants,” Waight replied. “One of them was probably triggered by the EM field.” She touched one of the line of monitors behind her and the itch faded. 

“Children aren't allowed on Lesaat unless they're with immediate family,” she said, “so we've been forced to keep Pua here. She's a dreadful child. She's full of superstitious nonsense about ghosts and sea creatures. She thinks it was her spells that kept you alive in the dep tank. And she has absolutely no respect for property or privacy. Even keeping her decently dressed has proved impossible.” 

Angie shifted her gaze back to the ceiling. The woman's face and voice were so full of lies she could no longer bear to watch. 

“Still, her presence here is providing me with an invaluable research opportunity. Until now, waterworld reconstruction work has been restricted to the growth of webs between the recruit's existing fingers, and a minimal extension of the fingers themselves. But if I can find a way to reproduce Pua's—” 

“This is Hawaii, isn't it?” Angie said. “That's why there's mildew on the ceiling.” She felt, more than saw, Waight's startled upward glance. 

A scream trembled at the back of her throat. Hawaii! World Life Company's corporate headquarters. Site of its primary waterworld reconstruction station. The image of Pua's grotesque fingers writhed sinuously against the backdrop of the mildewed ceiling. At the back of Angie's mind, a child's voice asked, Do you have Polynesian ancestors? 

“What did you do to my hands?” 

There was a long pause. “Your injuries were such that standard reconstruction wasn't possible,” Waight said finally. “Your hands were crushed beyond surgical repair. They had to be removed. We considered attempting full regrowth, but that would have taken at least three years, even being pushed.” 

Another pause. “Bionic prostheses would have been simpler and faster, but we judged that, being a troubleshooter, you wouldn't be satisfied with those.” 

Angie squeezed her eyelids tight. 

“We tried something new,” Waight said. “A cloned transplant.” 

“From her?” 

“We also took the opportunity to augment your oxygen intake capacity.” 

Gills! The thought of the distant mountains was like a knife sliding through Angie's soul. 

There was a sound from the direction of the door. Waight looked up as Crawley walked to Angie's side. He met her look and smiled. “I see you've heard the good news, Warden.” 

“You won't get away with this,” Angie said. To her relief, her voice remained dead steady. The more serious the problem, the calmer the tone. She could still hear Sally's entirely toneless monologue carrying her through the eternity of the fire. 
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