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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.





      
      
      PERSONAE

      
      The following students, all candidates for the Respected Opinion degree at the institution called by the Human name Golden
         Fleece University (apparently from a rather remote association, through Human mythology and the constellation name Argus,
         with its location near the Leinster site at Eta Cannae), formed the voluntary associate team assigned to examine the standard
         laboratory object Enigma 88. This had been left untouched long enough to be sure that any casual memory of it would no longer
         be circulating in the School, and of course earlier laboratory reports had been sealed.
      

      
      The names of the nonhuman students are given as carried by Human interpreter equipment. All had met, both socially and in
         connection with course and laboratory work, and appeared to like and respect each other sufficiently to be able to form an
         effective work group. They are:
      

      
      (1) Joe, Nethneen. Home planet Dinar, orbiting an M0 main sequence sun, normal temperature range 220–260K, gravity 0.18 Earth
         standard, atmosphere inert at about 50 millibars. Body fluid ammonia based, nonbreathing. Spheroidal body, four equally spaced
         limbs of which two are adapted for handling and two for locomotion. Immobile head on top of body, four pairs of eyes covering
         full circle.
      

      
      
      (2) Molly (Mary Warrender Chmenici), Human. Home planet technically Earth, circling a G2 main sequence sun, temperature range
         260–310K, but, like most of her species, born, raised, and educated on other planets and on board spacecraft. Body fluid water
         based, oxygen breather. Age 27 Earth years, 165 centimeters tall, mass 57 kilograms. Married to another student, one six-year-old
         son.
      

      
      (3) Charley, Kantrick. Home planet Merrvar, circling an M5 main sequence sun, temperature range 200–250K, gravity 0.87 Earth
         normal, atmosphere inert at about 850 millibars. Body fluid ammonia based, nonbreathing type. Physical shape roughly similar
         to Joe’s but considerably larger. His body is covered by an exoskeleton and therefore does not show Joe’s rubbery texture;
         he has four single eyes, covering, like Joe’s, the full circle. His prehensile organs are four-digited nippers rather than
         Joe’s delicate tendrils.
      

      
      (4) Carol, Shervah. Home planet Krekka circles M2 main sequence flare star; temperature range 240–250K, gravity 0.83 Earth
         normal, normal atmospheric pressure 2700 millibars, partial pressure of NOC1210–330 millibars. Body fluid ammonia based, NOC1
         breather. Shape humanoid, but very small by human standards; height 137 centimeters, mass 32 kilograms. Face repulsive to
         human taste; no chin, mouth almost out of sight, large independently mobile eyes on opposite sides of head able to cover full
         circle. Covered with dense brown fur.
      

      
      (5) Jenny, Rimmore. Planet Hrimm, sun an M2 main sequence star, temperature range 220–260K, gravity 1.85 Earth normal, atmospheric
         pressure 4300 millibars, oxygen partial pressure about 320 millibars, rest mostly nitrogen and carbon dioxide. Body fluids
         ammonia based, oxygen breather. Physical shape, two-meter-long centipede, front three of eighteen limb pairs modified for
         handling. Two large eyes on sides of head.
      

   



      
      
      DATUM ONE: JOE

      
      Joe, for the first time in weeks, felt really comfortable. True, the gravity was only half what it should be, but it was real
         gravity, and in a moment he would be outdoors. Not, of course, that he could feel any difference between acceleration and
         gravity—there wasn’t any—but having to compromise with beings who walked or slithered or crawled or even flew around weighing
         two or five or ten times what anything of their size should weigh was uncomfortable. It could even be dangerous, after a while.
      

      
      There was gas outside, too. More than enough, actually, but gas couldn’t do any real damage, even if the pressure was rather
         high. These people who had to breathe did tend to be quite choosy about their gas mixtures; it was a nuisance having to wear
         a sealed garment just for their comfort. Some day he would have to find out just what compounds his skin gave off that made
         the Human and Rimmore so uncomfortable. Once outside now, he might even shed the suit and feel really free.
      

      
      Waiting to calm Molly’s worries had been a nuisance, but probably worth doing, and Jenny had certainly been quick enough with
         her analysis. Of course there was nothing dangerous outside. No oxygen, no chlorine, none of Carol’s stinging nitrosyl chloride.
         Carbon dioxide, methane, and ammonia were all harmless. The ammonium carbamate and other dusts that the gases were constantly
         forming seemed inactive enough.
      

      
      He opened the inner lock door, speaking reassuringly as he went—the Human still looked anxious. As quickly as possible without actual rudeness he closed it behind him and keyed open the outer valve. The ship trembled slightly as he did so, and
         simultaneously the voices of the high-gravity women roared confusingly through his translator.
      

      
      Even if he could have untangled the messages, they would have been too late. There was no word for wind in Joe’s vocabulary or that of his communication device. His home world wasn’t quite airless—there was pressure enough to
         keep body fluids liquid—but no one had ever been blown away.
      

      
      Until now. It was surprising that gas could transfer so much momentum, he thought rather blurrily as the landing boat spun
         out of sight.
      

      
      Of course, his species had not used rockets for a long, long time.

   



      
      
      DATUM TWO: CAROL

      
      The little Shervah dashed through the near-darkness at the top of her speed. With so little gravity, this meant an awkward
         series of leaps rather than a graceful run, but she could see ahead well enough in the beam of her hand light to be willing
         to risk that. There was no time to waste; there was life, however unlikely that might be, and, if her own eyes could be believed,
         all competing explanations for Enigma’s retention of atmosphere had to take second place. Biology just did too many improbable
         things.
      

      
      She had no idea at the moment what life might be doing, or what sort of ecological pattern would have to be worked out before
         the little planet made sense. Life, however, could do things like make oxygen and ammonia co-exist in large quantities on
         Hrimm, or oxygen and cellulose on so many other worlds. This was even odder than having the oxygen, one of the most savagely
         active elements in the universe, existing free, as it did—thanks to life—in so many environments.
      

      
      She had to see more. Finding Molly was also desirable, of course, taking reasonable care of her own safety should be given
         some sort of weight, but a possibility like this simply had to be checked out.
      

      
      There was that sparkling, metallic stuff, too; now that she remembered, that could be living. She knew perfectly well there
         were races made of high-conducting hydrocarbons. Molly had collected some of this, of course, but Carol wanted to see for
         herself. Hurrying, even under near-zero gravity, was safe enough as long as one could see well ahead …
      

      
      And as long as one looked underfoot.

      
      Her mind did not work as fast as Joe’s. He would probably have thought about hydrogen bonds being characteristic of life even
         while he was spinning through the air; he would have reasoned that that might be what made the sticky stuff that Molly had reported so sticky; he would have expected it to produce slippery material,
         too.
      

      
      Carol didn’t. She was very annoyed with herself as she spun, but none of the explanations got to her consciousness until somewhat
         later. Instead, her memory flashed back to an incident months before on Pearl, the inner planet of Smoke, where most of the
         Humans lived because of the gravity. She had only recently met Molly, and the high-temperature family was engaged in teaching
         Carol’s group the sport of skating—ammonia, which does not expand when it freezes, is consequently not slippery. The rink
         had shop facilities, and skates had been quickly provided for the Shervah family, with interesting and challenging consequences.
      

      
      Carol and one of her Others had seriously considered mastering the art of figure skating …

      
      Contact with the cavern floor brought her mind back to the present.

      
      Even then, she didn’t discuss either hydrogen bonds or ice with the others; speed was not the only way in which her mind differed
         from Joe’s.
      

   



      
      
      OF COURSE I SAID THAT

      
      Joe felt a very slight, unfamiliar sensation. He knew that it was about time for reality interface, and wanted to believe
         that this was merely the effect of a strange drive system, but he somehow couldn’t feel completely sure. There was an odd
         touch of disorientation, as though his walking flaps and handling tendrils might not be exactly where they seemed; and he
         felt oddly reluctant to move so as to find out.
      

      
      It was encouraging that there had been no change in the display before him; even the most minor error as a carrier penetrates
         the interface between real and unreal space-time usually kills sensing apparatus completely. As it was, the terrifying image
         on the screen had not even flickered. Perhaps it had all been his own state of mind; a star like Arc could unsettle anyone.
      

      
      Or almost anyone. He had forgotten for an instant the giant seated at her own instruments beside him. For a moment he hesitated
         to look at her; his standards of courtesy would have made it an intrusion, since she was presumably busy. Then he remembered—this
         always took a moment—that the human being would not even be aware of his glance; her only eyes were inside the hood surrounding
         her vision screen. Reminding himself firmly that he really wasn’t doing anything improper, he let his right-side pair of optics
         center on her hands.
      

      
      The fingers, which the Nethneen simultaneously envied for their strength and pitied for their clumsiness, rested motionless
         at the key bank. If she had been bothered by the jolt, the worry was not being translated into action so far. Whether that meant she hadn’t felt it or was too familiar with what she had felt to be bothered by it was impossible to tell;
         asking would be intrusion even by Human standards as long as she appeared to be working. He could, of course, get her readings
         onto his own screen without disturbing the giant, but there were two objections to this. The first was that it probably wouldn’t
         answer his question, and the second that it could easily be dangerous. If she were looking at Arc in anything like its natural
         color …
      

      
      Joe shivered. There were usually five or six hundred species at any one time at the Eta Carinae establishment, and these tended
         to be fairly sophisticated about alien life forms; but the recent arrival of human beings had startled most of them badly.
         It had been casually accepted by the community that life could not be expected near suns hotter than about K8. One of the
         reasons for the face-fitting mask around the Human student’s screen was protection of her classmates from the short-wave radiation
         she used for vision.
      

      
      Joe gave up useless speculation for the moment and went back to particle counting. It was less unnerving than examining an
         O-type star would be. He could ask Molly if she had felt the whatever-it-was later on.
      

      
      Mary Warrender Chmenici felt the jolt, but paid no real attention to it; it was less noticeable than the interface transitions
         she was used to, and she interpreted it as merely another of these.
      

      
      She was not even as conscious as she should have been of the display on her screen, though this was not of very great importance.
         In principle, students were supposed to be observing while on watch; in practice, even the stuffiest of the Faculty would
         not expect much useful material to be picked up before the traveling classroom got a lot closer to Enigma. If anyone had known
         that Molly had already formed a working hypothesis and used it to plan her operations for the next few weeks, there would
         have been criticism; most of the red-sun races, if the individuals she had met so far were typical, were conservative in their
         ideas of where reasonable organization ended and wild speculation began. Even these, however, might have made allowance for
         her youth.
      

      
      
      If asked, she could have claimed she was searching for Enigma at the moment. Presumably the body would be emitting the long
         waves characteristic of planetary temperatures, combined with reflected light from Arc; she had set her equipment to respond
         to such a combination and to center her screen on the source and shift to maximum resolution if it were found. Her mind, however,
         was elsewhere—though her eyes, like Joe’s side and rear ones, would put in a call for attention if their input pattern changed
         significantly. She was taking for granted, from the barely detectable sensation that had bothered her little Nethneen friend
         so greatly, that they were back on the real side of interface, but that left a couple of her days of ordinary flight before
         the laboratory site could be examined in any detail. Arc and its almost equally huge companion formed too massive a system
         to permit interface transfer at planetary distances; real space-time was too badly warped in their vicinity.
      

      
      Enigma. Did the Faculty member of centuries past who had named the little planet have a sense of humor? Most intelligent beings
         did, of course. Actually, it was Enigma 88 in decimal notation—which, she reminded herself, was not used at the School. One
         of the things that had made her feel more at home, during her first weeks at Eta Carinae, had been the story of a major administrative
         upheaval, during the establishment of the place, over the question of octal or duodecimal time units.
      

      
      The Faculty had a file of Enigmas for student investigation, she knew, within reasonably short distances from the Leinster
         site. Molly thought she could guess why this one had been given to a team containing a Human student. The guess assumed that
         the Faculty had already learned a good deal about her species, but this was likely enough. Any red-sun native would have been
         curious about the combination of a high-energy star and a fairly habitable—from their point of view—world like Titan, and
         even more so about a place like Earth. In asking the Human students about these, they could hardly have failed to learn a
         lot about the beings they were questioning.
      

      
      But that was really letting her mind wander. The assigned exercise was to produce an explanation for the basically surprising
         fact that Enigma, with far less mass than Earth’s moon, had a very substantial atmosphere. The team was to present observational support for its solution with an absolute minimum
         of items taken for granted; and here was the trouble. Ten months at Eta Carinae, and a really close friendship with Joe, had
         certainly not supplied her with a complete list of what even one red-star type took for granted. This was bad enough. Worse,
         twenty-seven Earth years of life and a good education still left her unsure of which of her own everyday assumptions would
         need supporting evidence to nonhuman minds. Science was science, physical evidence was evidence, but there are spaces between
         the points on any graph. To her, the explanation demanded by the exercise seemed obvious to the point of being trivial: the
         planet was too young to have lost its initial atmosphere. She was sure, however, that supporting evidence was going to have
         to be very carefully handled indeed. She was not normally inclined to worry, but dealing with minds of such different background
         still made her uneasy. They certainly weren’t all like Joe.
      

      
      The hull trembled again, much more noticeably this time, snapping her attention back to her instruments. Back into false-space?
         Why? It didn’t feel like that, though she knew there were scores of different faster-than-light techniques and she was not
         really used to the one employed by Classroom. No, she was seeing directly, not by relay. Solid matter—meteoroid? It was hard to believe that any spacecraft could not handle
         such an incident without attracting the attention of the passengers, though in a system as young as Arc’s must be there were
         no doubt lots of unaccreted particles. Her fingers played over her console, shifting from simple visual imaging to build a
         tridimensional model of the space around the craft for a kilometer radius.
      

      
      There was matter, of course—the Eta Carinae region is rich in nebulosity; but material at a density measured in atoms, or
         even billions of atoms, per liter does not jolt several million tons of spacecraft. The matter was unusually rich in heavy
         atoms, since it had cycled through more generations of star formation than even Molly’s part of space; but this seemed irrelevant,
         too.
      

      
      There was energy. Arc was still hundreds of astronomical units away, and its companion even farther, but both radiated fiercely in their appropriate spectral ranges. None of Molly’s fellow students would have dreamed of exposing themselves to
         the flux outside the hull—she herself would have been uneasy about the X-ray component. Still, there seemed nothing to account
         for the ship’s behavior.
      

      
      She frowned in thought for a moment, then flicked off her screen and removed her face from the viewing mask. Beside her, Joe
         made a gesture indicating that he was aware of her motion and willing to converse, though he kept his front eyes at his monitor.
      

      
      “Joe, did you recognize that last bump? We went real two or three minutes ago and still are; it couldn’t have been interface.”

      
      “Not sure. I wasn’t sure about the earlier one—it didn’t feel like faces I’ve been through, but if that’s what it seemed like
         to you, you’re probably right. This was some sort of real acceleration, then. Have you checked our surroundings? I’ve been
         concentrating on ion counts, and nothing has changed much there.”
      

      
      “I made a quick sweep out to about a kilo for gross matter and obvious EM and particle radiation without spotting any immediate
         answer. Would any of our fellow teams be doing something that could account for it?”
      

      
      Joe failed to answer at once, and for a moment Molly wondered whether she had violated one of the courtesy rules again. Some
         of the red-star races carried the mind-your-own-business attitude to what she considered an extreme, but her question could
         hardly have been an intrusion even by Nethneen standards. Scientific research was a matter of general interest, especially
         when several projects were working out of the same unit and likely to use the same resources. Besides, Joe would make allowances;
         he knew Molly and her husband very well, and several other human beings slightly.
      

      
      “It’s possible,” he said at last. “There was some work to be done that involved leaving monitors adrift to gather data, and
         they would have to be dropped at velocities very precisely measured with respect to Arc and its companion. I suppose …” His
         voice trailed off. The translator Molly carried had been well programmed in the last few months, and she got the distinct
         impression from the tone structure that he had been about to say more but couldn’t bring himself to do it. She remembered that the crew of the vessel consisted largely of students, too. Joe would not have wanted to say
         anything that reflected on the personal competence of one of these. It occurred to her that the student pilot might be a bit
         heavy-handed, and stopped worrying.
      

      
      It was the first time she had thought even momentarily of personal danger in connection with the project, and had no trouble
         dismissing it from her mind at once. Space is, of course, a dangerous environment for a planetary species, but so is a world
         for which the organism has not evolved; and Mary Chmenici did belong to a race whose ancestors, only a few generations earlier,
         had casually accepted manually controlled and individually directed vehicular traffic.
      

      
      Maybe some other people on watch would have ideas and be willing to discuss them, though for the most part they shared Joe’s
         ethical standards. At the moment, of course, everyone in the conning room was busy; this included pairs from ten different
         teams, whose usual membership was four, though her own group had five. She and Joe were the only ones from the Enigma Exercise
         now on watch.
      

      
      She keyed a clock onto a corner of her screen. Looking at it directly meant that her translator was no help, and it took several
         seconds to interpret the dial, even ignoring the sweep-mike needle that was a little too fast for her eyesight, and work the
         reading into time units in which she could think comfortably. They would be relaxing in a little less than half an hour. She
         would spend the first ten minutes in her own decently lit cabin, thinking of personal matters like the husband and son she
         wouldn’t be seeing for several weeks; then she would go to the team’s office and spend some more time persuading Charley and
         Jenny that geochemical dating was really all that had to be done to solve their problem. Charley seemed nearly convinced already,
         and with luck she could get him to work on Joe, who was oddly hard to persuade. Then—
      

      
      Then the weight went off. No one had come up with artificial gravity yet; weight on a spacecraft came from real acceleration
         in real space and its unreal mathematical equivalent in false-space. As a matter of safety, passengers were warned when either
         was about to be changed deliberately; there had been no warning this time. Main power? Molly thought. No, there was still light, and instruments were still functioning. Only drive seemed affected. No alarms, either
         visual or auditory, were making themselves obvious. The heavy-handed student pilot again? If so, there should be acceleration
         warning and a resumption of weight in, at the outside, a few seconds. Molly held her chair arm and waited.
      

      
      No warning. No weight. For fully a minute, no word. The students in the conning room remained at their instruments, but a
         faint murmur of conversation began to interrupt the sacrosanct work atmosphere—some pairs present didn’t need translators,
         and the neutral gas mixture did carry sound—and faces lifted from monitor screens. Molly looked down at the Nethneen beside
         her and could tell that his right pair of eyes was meeting her own. Even Joe was willing to talk.
      

      
      “What’s going on?” She hoped her translator was not betraying her uneasiness; she had done her best, over the last few months,
         to condition it to convey to her any innuendo it could read in incoming messages, but would be just as glad now to have that
         a one-way operation. Joe’s answer seemed free of worry, but that could be due to similar management at his own end of the
         communication link.
      

      
      “I don’t know. No normal sequence within my experience is running, but I have never ridden in a craft of this type before,
         so that is not very meaningful. I can suggest nothing but to wait a reasonable time and, if no information is received, to
         follow standard emergency usage.”
      

      
      “I know the emergency procedures. What’s a reasonable time?”

      
      The Nethneen was spared the need to answer. Another voice, inhumanly calm, sounded in both their translators.

      
      “Permanent crew to Condition Four stations. Research students to your assigned lifecraft, Salvage Status Four. Crew students
         to your assigned permanent crew monitors.” The orders were not repeated, giving Molly for the first time in some days a sharp
         awareness that she was not among human beings. This was reinforced by the absence of chatter among the students in the conning
         room. A few quick, short sentences from senior team members, establishing who was present and who was not, and a cloud of
         weirdly shaped forms had pushed away from their stools, chairs, wrapping posts, couches, and other stations and were floating rapidly toward the room’s dozen exits. In the dusky, rubrous light of
         the place, the Human student was reminded of a picture she had once seen of a stream of bats entering a cave on the home world
         she had never visited.
      

      
      She joined one of the streams, her left hand held by Joe’s tendrils. Although accustomed to a gravity over five times as great
         as his, she had spent fully half her life on spacecraft and was much more adept at weightless maneuvering than he. The Nethneen
         knew it and allowed her to transport them both; his twenty-one kilograms of mass gave her no problems as long as he accepted
         responsibility for holding on.
      

      
      As they approached their chosen corridor, the crowd grew denser; there was no way to avoid personal contact, since very few
         of the beings were equipped by nature to fly. Courtesy ruled, however, and only gentle pushes, needed for steering, were used.
         Molly had transferred Joe to her back, below her life-support pack, by this time, and had both hands free; and as they swung
         into the cavernous space that led for most of the length of the flying schoolhouse she found and grasped the first of a series
         of handholds along what would have been a ceiling under normal acceleration. The passage was much wider than the door that
         had led into it, and the crowd proportionally thinner. Also, people were spreading out along the line of travel as their different
         speeds took effect. Molly did not yet use her full strength.
      

      
      “Joe, is your armor in the boat or in your quarters?”

      
      “Boat. Don’t worry about me.”

      
      “All right. So is mine. Hang on.” She repeated rapidly, and as hard as she could without losing directional control, the one-hand-after-another
         chinning motion that carried her from one hold to the next, and accelerated their bodies to a speed that made the Nethneen
         feel a little tense. He said nothing, however; this did not seem a good time to question his companion’s strength or coordination.
         As long as she didn’t panic, of course, he amended the thought; these beings who had to breathe sometimes did when their gas
         supply was threatened, and the transparent affair she was wearing was no defense against vacuum. He decided not to say anything
         about that, either. Molly presumably had either thought of it and was controlling herself, or one could hope she wouldn’t
         think of it until they reached the boat.
      

      
      
      Two Rimmore passed them too fast for Joe to tell whether either might be Jenny; they were even better adapted for this sort
         of climbing than human beings, and as amphibians were more casual about lack of effective gravity. He had time for only a
         brief and passing thought about the matter; a turn was coming up. He wound his limbs as best he could about the giant’s trunk,
         avoiding her refrigerator’s heat exhaust with great care, and concentrated on holding on.
      

      
      Molly seized a rung at the edge of a side passage and held firmly, swinging into the smaller corridor and letting go at the
         critical moment. Joe was still with her, but broke contact as they floated free—there were no more course changes, the hatch
         that led to their own vessel was only fifty meters ahead, and he was uncomfortably warm from the output of her heat pump.
         The Human had aimed perfectly; they drifted through both air-lock doors and brought up against the far wall of the main compartment
         beyond.
      

      
      Apparently Jenny had not been one of the centipedelike figures that had passed them earlier; the only person already in the
         room was shaped much like Molly but little more than three quarters of the Human’s meter-and-two-thirds height. It was already
         encased in armor and as they entered greeted them by pushing their own safety equipment toward them, Joe’s gaping clamshell-fashion
         and Molly’s unzipped. Both combined their thanks with fast motion; the Nethneen was encased more quickly, as his nearly spherical
         body and serpentine limbs were far easier to fit. He was sealed in time to help Molly with her helmet.
      

      
      “You made quick time, Carol,” the giant remarked as she checked her last snaps. “Thanks for getting the suits out.”

      
      “I was here already,” replied the Shervah. “I was pretty sure you two would be first, since I knew you were on watch. The
         others must have their armor in their quarters; it isn’t here. If that’s the case, they won’t be hurrying.”
      

      
      “Charley wouldn’t hurry anyway,” Molly remarked, “but you’re probably right. Is there anything useful on the board, or is
         this just another drill?”
      

      
      “Nothing graphic. I heard an audible signal—probably the same one that started you here from Con, judging by the time—and
         put my big batteries on. Then I got your stuff out, opened it up, and waited.”
      

      
      
      “Thanks again, Carol,” said Joe. “It sounds like a drill, but we’d better get to launch stations.” Neither he nor Molly needed
         to comment on the fact that the Shervah had only to power her armor; her normal air pressure was so much higher than that
         maintained in Classroom that the usual flexible envelopes worn by most of the other air-breathing students were hopelessly inadequate for her. Joe
         needed no protection from the relatively inert nitrogen around them, and would normally have gone uncovered if others had
         not objected to the mercaptans his skin evaporated. Molly used an oxygen-nitrogen mix at ship’s total pressure. Her body temperature,
         murderously high to most of the red-sun species, was handled by cooling fluid circulating through the suit skin and well refrigerated—in
         spite of the low ambient temperature, her body generated heat faster than the insulation of her garment would pass it—by a
         small unit between her shoulders. Carol, on the other hand, usually wore full pressure armor outside her private quarters;
         this needed only additional power for long-time life-support use.
      

      
      None of the three was considering this point consciously; there were more immediate problems, starting with the two missing
         members of the team, but by no means ending with them.
      

      
      “How much project equipment is loaded, if we do have to launch?” Joe queried in a soft voice.

      
      “Most of mine,” replied Molly. “That is, most of what I absolutely need. I can use more, of course—the faster I can collect
         and date samples of crust, the better—but I can make do with what’s already on board.”
      

      
      “I’d be happier staying near Classroom and salvaging from it for a while.” Carol’s voice, as Molly had programmed it in her own translator, was rather deep, in
         deliberate contrast to the speaker’s small size.
      

      
      “We can’t do that,” the Human student pointed out. “If we have to launch at all, it will be because engines or power supplies
         have become unstable, or something like that. We can’t even stay nearby. We’ll have to head for Enigma in order to have a
         reasonable chance of being picked up alive.”
      

      
      “Carol knows that. It was a statement of feeling.” Joe uttered the words with no obvious emotion of his own. “As it happens,
         you will both be far better off than I, if it comes to waiting on the planet without wasting time. I have only one master unit on my air-current trackers completed, of the twenty
         I am planning to use, and only four slaves for it. The amount of data I could secure in a reasonable time would hardly be
         worth the trip, and would certainly not make an impressive report.”
      

      
      “I still think you should both focus on my dating method,” Molly pointed out. “The only problem they’ve really set us is ridiculously
         simple. Unless someone has set it up as a deliberate student trap, I can see no explanation except that the world is so young
         it hasn’t had time to lose its original gases, or at least the immediate secondary ones. That fits in with the suns of the
         system—with their luminosity, they can’t possibly be very old, either. It still seems to me that a good set of crustal dates,
         backed up by careful gas analysis down to isotope level, will let us make a good, solid case for that idea. Charley thinks
         so, too, and he agreed to help me get and date rock samples.”
      

      
      “Or ice samples—don’t you human beings distinguish the two rather carefully?” interjected Joe.

      
      “Of course, I—”

      
      “Not of course to some of us. I admit the liquid water you drink isn’t quite the same as lava, but the distinction is a bit academic.”
      

      
      “I didn’t mean the of course that way; I was conceding your point.”
      

      
      “I hope Charley isn’t compromising his independence of thought,” Carol remarked. “He should have come up with some notion
         of his own, like the rest of us.”
      

      
      “I doubt that any of us can be really original.” A new voice cut into the conversation, and two more armored figures floated
         into the chamber. Molly would have known that Charley was the speaker even without the identifying tone pattern supplied by
         her translator. The smaller newcomer, who looked in his armor like a slightly larger version of Joe, brought up against a
         wall and continued to express opinion. “That world has been known for a good many thousands of years—more than a hundred thousand—and
         about all that you can find out about it is what you’ve just said about the atmosphere.”
      

      
      “That’s a bit exaggerated,” said Joe mildly.

      
      
      “Only a bit. They’ve been using it as a lab subject all that time, and all the reports that come in get sealed. They want
         to keep on using it; it’s nearby, and convenient, and does make people think a little. I had a lot of ideas about it, but
         I’m quite sure Molly’s is the right one, so I’m doing her isotope analyses while she gets crust samples for dating.”
      

      
      “You said it that way on your preliminary report?” Even Joe’s voice, Molly thought, showed a bit of doubt.

      
      “Of course. How else should I have said it?”

      
      “I’d have tried to find words suggesting that my own imagination had been at work,” replied Carol frankly.

      
      “Even if it hadn’t?”

      
      “Are you changing the subject, or admitting that yours wasn’t?”

      
      “Neither. I was just a little surprised at the suggestion of using words to convey a misleading idea.”

      
      “Or, at least, contrary to one’s own hopes for the fact.”

      
      If Charley grasped Carol’s sarcasm, which was quite obvious to Molly, he gave no sign. “Anyway,” he said, reverting to the
         earlier point, “I submitted my exercise plan supporting Molly’s work, as I said; and they did approve it.”
      

   



      
      
      OF COURSE IT’S SAFE

      
      Molly was tempted to say something, and strongly suspected that Joe felt the same. The mere fact that permission had been
         given for a project did not mean that any of the Faculty thought it was good research, but only that the student was unlikely
         to be killed by it. Neither had a chance to utter a word, however; the Kantrick kept talking.
      

      
      “If this drill gets over with in a decent time, we can certainly help Joe make up his wind-chasers. Information can always
         be useful, and if it doesn’t tie into our team report it may be even more helpful—perhaps they won’t seal it the way they
         have the earlier student reports on the planet. It would have been nice to be able to find out more about this place when
         we were first doing our planning.”
      

      
      “Maybe they wanted to find out who would go ahead and theorize on what little we were told.” Jenny’s raspy voice had not been heard before, but this surprised no one; she listened much more than she talked.
         Molly’s translator carried more than a hint of sarcasm in the rebroadcast tone, and the human being thought it was probably
         right, though she did not really trust this bit of programming.
      

      
      If Charley detected the Rimmore’s feeling, it did not seem to affect his self-confidence. “Who’s theorizing?” he returned.
         “You don’t make any plans without some idea of what’s going on.”
      

      
      “Including the casual assumption that we’re here because of a drill, so you didn’t see fit to make any decent speed on the
         way to this boat?”
      

      
      “With Rimmore ideas of what’s decent speed along a set of ladders, who could?” retorted Charley. Molly decided the discussion needed an orbit shift.
      

      
      “Are you really sure it’s a drill?” she asked. “Have you heard or seen anything but the order to report to the boats?”

      
      “No, of course not,” replied the Kantrick, waving his front arm casually. Unlike the others, he had allowed himself to drift
         away from all support and had nothing within reach of push or grasp. “If it were a real emergency, we’d have heard plenty
         by this time. We—”
      

      
      “Do you propose that we leave the boat, or delay any longer in manning its launch stations?” Molly was rather surprised; interrupting
         was decidedly unlike Joe, however justified it might seem to be.
      

      
      “Oh, no—not at all.” Charley’s response was quick and emphatic. “Jenny, you were last in—get the ‘all aboard’ signal out and
         seal the lock. The rest of us know what to do.”
      

      
      Jenny, who knew equally well, said nothing; Molly would have been quite annoyed in her place. The Rimmore had been last because
         of Charley’s dalliance, and everyone present knew it. Neither Human nor Rimmore was really adept at reading body language
         or facial expression of the other, especially through environment gear, but Molly’s brown eyes tracked with Jenny’s much larger
         green ones for a moment, and each knew what the other was thinking. The four who were holding on were at their stations in
         seconds. Charley took some time to thrash his way into contact with a surface that would serve to get him moving in the right
         direction, but the others carefully refrained from noticing this.
      

      
      Molly had time to speculate on the possible reasons for the nearly universal illogical response to incongruity called a sense
         of humor, and why beings who knew what laughter was and who enjoyed using it nevertheless often resented being laughed at. Even Human courtesy was enough to keep her attention strictly on her assigned instruments until the Kantrick was properly
         stationed. Joe and the others were equally absorbed in their own business, of course, and silence fell in the craft as its
         crew went through power-up and prelaunch checks.
      

      
      They were able to complete these, and were in full standby status for long minutes, before any additional information came through. When it did arrive, Molly was almost annoyed to hear it support Charley’s contention, and wondered whether Joe
         were Human enough to have a touch of similar feeling.
      

      
      The same calm voice that had ordered them to the boats sounded again in their individual receivers. “Acceleration will resume
         in about twenty minutes. You may power down all auxiliary craft. Shift change will phase in at the acceleration signal. The
         interruption occurred near the end of Shift C; Shift A will start at that time. First drop-off is anticipated at Enigma 88
         in about seventy-five hours.”
      

      
      Molly glanced at a clock; her translator had turned the time periods into her own units, of course, but she wanted to calculate
         what the dial reading would be when acceleration resumed. Twenty minutes would be slightly over half a soon in Station units,
         which was probably what the speaker had actually said. There would be another warning just before the actual time, but no
         one wanted to be away from support when that came—not even Charley; like the others, she noticed, he was checking the clock.
         His head, like Joe’s, was an immobile dome on his nearly spherical body, but his eyes, which were single rather than paired,
         were a good deal larger than the Nethneen’s and it was easy to see even from Molly’s distance that one of them was covering
         that part of the room.
      

      
      She turned head and attention back to her board, and went through the appropriate operations. It took her only half a minute
         to finish, but Charley was done first.
      

      
      “That was a waste of time!” he practically growled. “I was almost ready to load the last of Molly’s analyzers. Now we won’t
         get to it until Watch B unless she wants to do it alone, and that doesn’t seem quite fair.”
      

      
      “Actually, I thought it would be better to help Joe with his equipment,” the Human woman said quietly. “There’s more of it
         still to be made than any of the rest of us have to worry about, and having another operator in the shop should save several
         hours. I thank you for saving me so much effort, Charley; but since we won’t be casting off for three of my days anyway, it
         seems best to be sure that we’re all set as we want to be. I know you have everything you want, Charley. How about you, Jenny?”
      

      
      
      The woman curled a meter or so of her centipedelike body away from her station, holding position with her last five pairs
         of climbing legs and bringing her eyes toward Molly. “I think I can manage, thanks. I’ll be sure by about halfway through
         the next shift and will be very glad of any help you can give, if it proves to be needed then. Thanks for the offer.”
      

      
      “How about you, Carol?”

      
      “No problems, thanks. I’ll be able to help with Joe’s machines after next shift.”

      
      “Thank you all,” said Joe. “I am personally grateful, of course, and probably should remind all of us that we are a team and
         should all be completely familiar with all procedures and equipment anyway. The process of mutual help will move us in this
         direction, of course, but any apparatus anyone does not understand by the time we reach Enigma will have to be very familiar
         before we start work there—understood by everyone. The time taken to achieve this will have to come out of the hours we have on the planet, or the time before we reach it.
         The latter seems preferable to me.”
      

      
      “Good point,” conceded Charley. “I’ll help with your wind-trackers, too, as soon as Molly’s gear is on board here.”

      
      The others expressed agreement, less hastily than the Kantrick, and they waited with their varying levels of patience for
         the acceleration warning.
      

      
      Enigma became visible during the next watch, and by the time Molly was back on Con duty, the little world could be seen in
         some detail. The only trouble was that there were no real details to see. Its surface was largely hidden by a blanket of cloud,
         though not quite as completely as those of Venus and Titan in her own system. The veil glowed even whiter than that of the
         former planet in the glare of Arc and its companion. Neither the clouds nor their gaps provided patterns that offered meaning
         to the Human mind.
      

      
      That, she reminded herself, was in what she considered proper lighting. The atmosphere—obviously there was one—could be supporting
         clouds of water or ammonia droplets, solid crystals of either substance, or light-colored dust—really light-colored; salts
         of alkali or alkaline-earth metals, possibly silica or rutile, but, except for the last, probably nothing from the transition metal part of the table
         that would absorb what to her was visible light. She shifted her instrument through the spectrum experimentally to see whether
         any albedo features might show at other wavelengths. There was some streakiness in the ultraviolet that reminded her of Venus
         in the same range, but interpreting this as wind was probably premature. A little work indicated that the cloud tops were
         at a temperature of about two hundred Kelvin, moderately comfortable for most of her friends but too cold to narrow down the
         chemical possibilities for the clouds themselves.
      

      
      She cut off her screen and sat back to think.

      
      “I tried a Doppler display, Molly.” It was Jenny’s harsh voice; the Rimmore woman was on watch instead of Joe, who was still
         manufacturing wind-robots. She was as diffident as the Nethneen about interrupting someone at work, but less likely to interpret
         physical inactivity as mental labor.
      

      
      “Does it suggest anything? May I look?” asked Molly.

      
      “I was hoping you would. I think so.” Jenny keyed her monitor controls to the general output circuits, and the other woman
         shifted hers to take the picture. She had to modify the presentation colors, of course, but this took only a few seconds,
         and once she had a visible image she could see immediately that the other had some useful information.
      

      
      “It is wind—I thought it might be from the cloud pattern.”
      

      
      “I’ve had practice with this,” replied the Rimmore. “There’s one big difference between Ivory and Hrimm, you know. Ivory has
         decent gravity and general temperature, and even a breathable atmosphere—”
      

      
      “Yes. There aren’t many people at the School who can walk around on one of its planets with no environment armor. But what’s
         the difference?”
      

      
      “Climate—that is, the way weather changes with time. At home on Hrimm, the equatorial and orbital planes are only fifteen
         degrees apart, and Hrimm rotates in about eighteen hours. Ivory has a forty-degree inclination and a thirty-seven-hour rotation.
         Air circulation is simply weird, and I did a lot of work on it, both from the surface and from space.”
      

      
      “Good for you, Jen. There’s some more work to be done here, but I’d guess offhand that this place has seasons. The rotation axis is somewhere near there, the end toward us out of sunlight, the one having winter. Does your world have seasons of that sort?”
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      “Then I’d say you’re picking up high-altitude winds from the winter hemisphere to the summer one, running two or three hundred
         kilometers an hour at the cloud tops. Cool air would be—hey, that doesn’t make sense. High circulation ought to be the other
         way, shouldn’t it?”
      

      
      “I would have thought so.” Jenny shifted sinuously at her station, her iridescent scales shimmering through her transparent
         air-suit.
      

      
      “Rotation is—let’s see—by my criteria, the northern hemisphere is having summer now. We’ll need more orbit data to see how
         long it’s been so and how much longer it will be. As I remember size, rotation must be—no, forget that. There’s no way to
         tell how much of the east-west component of those winds can be credited to the solid planet.”
      

      
      “Not until we have surface imaging,” agreed Jenny. “There are some old maps available, as I recall the original notes we were
         given. Radar ones from space; anything students did on the surface in earlier exercises has been sealed, I suppose.”
      

      
      “So Charley insists.” Molly thought for a moment. “We’d better call up the orbit data; we’re going to have to think about
         seasons here. Surely they haven’t sealed that—it’s information anyone could get in seconds with ordinary navigation equipment.”
      

      
      “They may expect us to get it from the student crew,” Jenny pointed out, “and sealed it from them.”

      
      Molly nodded absently and played with her console. The other woman followed on her own screen. Both made gestures equivalent
         to a head nod as the requested information appeared. The Faculty was not expecting them to waste time, it seemed.
      

      
      “Good,” rasped Jenny. “Very slow rotation—about twenty-three days.” Molly started to glance at the clock, then remembered
         that the translator would have turned whatever the Rimmore had actually said into her own days. “Nothing to affect our Doppler
         wind reading seriously. Joe will want this; it will help him plan the initial setup of his air-current monitors.”
      

      
      “Right,” agreed Molly. “You’d better do the saving—it was your idea, and I’m likely to pick colors he couldn’t distinguish
         on the display. I’ll be looking for records of surface structure; someone must have given it a going over in radar.”
      

      
      “We can do that ourselves.”

      
      “Not from here, with any decent resolution. We will if we have to when we get close in.”

      
      “We’d better anyway. Surfaces change,” Molly agreed absently; she was already keying through records for anything there might
         be about Enigma’s topography. It was a young planet, of course; it had to be—stars like Arc and its companion were too massive
         and luminous to last more than a million years or two. The surprising thing was that a planet existed at all; material that
         had not been incorporated into the two stars should still have been in the form of proto-planetary junk, and most of that
         should by rights be ejected from the binary system before it ever managed to coalesce.
      

      
      No other planets. Correction: no record of other known planets. Probably a safe datum; from Enigma’s well-lit neighborhood forty-odd astronomical units from Arc, anything of decent
         size would be clearly visible even against a rich star background. Not even Charley would suggest that such records would
         have been sealed to make a more complex exercise for future students.
      

      
      Especially since there was a map available. Molly recorded it with pleasure, and began looking it over in detail. It was entirely topographic, with
         no clue to surface composition; there were fairly large areas that appeared smooth to within the resolving limits of whatever
         instrument had been used, but whether these might be liquid, seas or lakes, could only be guessed.
      

      
      She would have to do better than guess. There should be some order to her own planning—where would it be best to take samples
         for dating? Where would the oldest specimens show? The object was far too small—less than three thousand kilometers in diameter,
         smaller than Earth’s moon—to have crustal plate motion, but there were irregularities. Volcanoes? Possibly; silicate bodies
         that large could generate plenty of radioactive heat in the Solar system, and the Eta Carinae region was even richer in heavy elements than Molly’s own part of space.
      

      
      The map, annoyingly, had a purely arbitrary coordinate system; no one had tied the physical surface shapes in with the rotation
         axis. Change or no change, the team would have to remap as they approached Enigma, as Jenny had said.
      

      
      The watch ended with no further data, except for minor changes in the wind patterns that neither woman tried to analyze. Both
         of them spent the time planning.
      

      
      “That’s all the wind-tracers I want,” Joe said thankfully, dropping his tendrils from the shop’s console. “Even with Jenny’s
         very helpful high-altitude Doppler map, there seems no reason to do any more regions simultaneously. Twenty masters started
         at symmetrically spaced sites, each with five subordinate units covering altitudes from surface up to two hundred kilometers
         or so, should gather enough air-current information in the time we have. As soon as Molly and Charley finish the radar map
         they’re doing now and decide where to do their mineral sampling, we’ll be ready for dropoff. The tent has been checked both
         by us and the regular crew, and will give us work space besides the boat until Classroom gets back. All apparatus except the units we have just finished is on the boat; so is the tent. I think we’re about ready
         to go.”
      

      
      “I hope so.” Carol got up from her own board, walking around the shop rather uneasily—her home gravity was nearly as great
         as Molly’s and about four times Classroom’s real-space acceleration. Only Joe was really comfortable in that respect. “I hope so. The more I think about my own part
         of the project, the sillier it seems. I agree with Molly—Enigma has to be a very young planet, and that may be the only reason
         it has any air left at all. Still, it’s sort of ideal in temperature and atmosphere for prelife conditions, it seems to me,
         and there could be some very unusual chemistry contributing to the problem we’ve been handed. The chances, though, when I
         actually try to evaluate them—”
      

      
      “You can’t evaluate them, dear,” cut in Jenny. “You know that. I think you did much better chancing a low-probability item
         to check than Charley did in following Molly blindly—with all due respect to Molly. I agree that the chance of actual life on a world like Enigma is essentially zero, but you’re quite right about the prelife. It’s above the
         melting point of ammonia at the surface, and the pressure seems high enough to allow liquid. There is certainly a lot of photochemistry
         in the clouds and above them—no, your only trouble will be deciding where to stop collecting data. I rather wish I’d done
         a Charley with your project—I will help, as much as I have time for, of course.”
      

      
      “Of course.” Joe had waited for the Rimmore to finish but not long enough for anyone else to start. “The actual work planning
         will have to be done without regard to who is doing who’s job but entirely on who has time available. There will, we must
         remember, also be work not directly connected with the research but with keeping us all alive, which will also have to be
         done. You will note that nothing was said in the final approval form about who would do any task, or about government or leadership.
         None of us had mentioned this in his or her proposal, and the Faculty is quite capable of leaving us to discover for ourselves
         the need for such organization. I mention this now, before dropoff, only as a reminder; I am sure we are all ready to cooperate
         fully in all tasks that we agree to be desirable and necessary.”
      

      
      Both women looked at the Nethneen thoughtfully.

      
      “I did rather overlook that point,” grated Jenny. “The Human seems to have the most forceful personality, but I am not sure
         whether all of us …” She did not complete the sentence.
      

      
      “I’m a little surprised that Charley overlooked it—if he did,” remarked Carol.

      
      “It’s more surprising still that he hasn’t mentioned it,” returned Jenny.

      
      “I am quite willing to leave the matter open for the time being, once I am sure that everyone has given thought to the necessity.”
         Joe’s quiet tones resumed. “Should I mention it again when the others join us from their mapping task, or should I wait and
         speak to them one at a time, or would one of you prefer to handle the matter? I do consider it vital that everyone be aware
         of the need for cooperation, and I know that there is a wide range of opinion in the School about the best way to assure this.”
      

      
      There was silence for a moment while the others thought. Then the Shervah spoke. “Either of us can speak to Molly. Maybe you’d better take it up with Charley in private, Joe. I don’t
         think I understand him as well as I do the Human, and I’m pretty sure Jenny feels the same.” A ripple of agreement flowed
         along the Rimmore’s body.
      

      
      “Very well. We have nearly twenty hours before dropoff; I can find an appropriate occasion during that interval, I am sure.
         Let’s get this last stuff to the boat.”
      

      
      “And I want some time out of this suit, for a shampoo. Molly’s insulation may be longer, but at least it’s only on her head,
         not all over,” added Carol.
      

      
      Drop-off itself was uneventful; unlike the emergency drill, they were given plenty of time to board the boat, complete all
         checks, and separate from the huge bulk of Classroom. By this time they were only a few thousand kilometers from Enigma, though no attempt had been made to match velocities with
         the little world. It would be up to the students to do this, or, more accurately, to let their machinery do it for them; they
         were not student pilots and had only the normal educated grasp of the vector problem involved.
      

      
      Not even Molly was looking outside directly. She might have been able to view the white half-moon of the planet without injury,
         but even she wanted nothing to do with the direct output from the O-type supergiant called Arc by the Human students. The
         other four not only contented themselves with false-color screen images of their surroundings but by common consent let Molly
         do the “piloting.” Hot stars were her normal environment, they considered, though they would have admitted, if asked, that
         there was really more difference between Arc and her G-type sun than between the latter and any of theirs. Unfortunately,
         they had without exception an almost Human tendency to be more impressed by qualitative analogies and symbols than by quantitative
         reality. Molly was detached enough, at the moment, to be amused.
      

      
      Velocity matching took some time, mostly because of Joe’s low acceleration tolerance; the Nethneen home world had about eighteen
         percent of Earth’s surface gravity. It had been decided that there was no real reason to pick one landing spot over another,
         with one exception; the arctic zone was to be avoided. That polar region was currently having summer, and even shielded by the heavy clouds, the students would
         require extra protection from Arc’s scattered light. Otherwise, the surface was uniform enough so that any general topography
         it offered could be found within a few hundred kilometers of any given spot. This greatly simplified landing maneuvers, even
         with ship’s brain essentially in control.
      

      
      In a way, it might have been better had a living pilot—even a student one—handled the last part of the landing. The boat itself
         had such perfect inertial sensing and such quick response that neither Molly nor any of the others felt the wind. The craft’s
         guidance equipment had already detected the planet’s solid surface and was allowing for air currents, and the faint trembling
         of the structure that they all felt was assumed to be normal aerodynamic stress—even Joe and Charley had made landings on
         planets with atmosphere, virtually airless though their own worlds were.
      

      
      Once into the white clouds, Jenny paid no attention to the boat’s behavior; she was occupied in collecting samples for analysis.
         Molly kept her attention outside, shifting the sensors that fed her vision screen up and down the spectrum, but for some minutes
         was unable to tell whether the lack of view was due to lack of penetration or lack of anything to see. The other three remained
         apparently calm; all were accustomed to automatically controlled flight under varying conditions, though this was certainly
         different from space.
      

      
      The pilot screen eventually cleared. They seemed to be beneath the solid cloud deck, but in either a snow or dust storm—Molly
         was using what she considered ordinary light, so the stuff must have been really white. All that was getting through the clouds was a dim glow, crepuscular even to the other team members. Visibility was
         fair, perhaps ten kilometers, and in another minute or two ground appeared below.
      

      
      It looked about the way the radar map had implied: ripply, with an occasional peak strongly suggestive of a volcano. None
         of the hills was large—none had been on the map, either. Neither she nor Charley had had any success whatever in matching
         the charts they had made during approach with those they had obtained from the records. There had been no large-scale features for guidance; one might as well have tried to match two areas of pebble sidewalk that did not
         include ends or edges. Even an hour of computer comparison did no good; either there were more possible scales and orientations
         than the machine could handle in that time, or the surface had made significant and general changes in its detailed topography
         since the earlier map had been produced. Knowing the machine, Molly was inclined to the latter view.
      

      
      This had interesting implications, even if a few thousand of her years had passed since the previous map had been made. The
         implications were even more interesting if the time were much shorter. There seemed no way to tell from the records.
      

      
      The boat’s two-hundred-meter hull settled to the surface and sank some meters into it—Molly still could not decide whether
         the material was soil, sand, or snow.
      

      
      “First requirement is a life center independent of the ship,” Joe pointed out. “I’ll go outside to see whether the ground
         is suitable for the tent.”
      

      
      “But shouldn’t we—” Molly started. Then she remembered and smiled.

      
      “You’re too environment conscious, Molly.” The Nethneen chuckled. “The temperature is quite comfortable, and I don’t care
         what the air is made of. The pressure is high enough to keep me from boiling—a good deal higher than normal” —he gestured toward
         the instrument panel— “and for once the gravity is respectable.”
      

      
      Jenny gave a snort through several sets of breathing vents at once. “I’m glad there’s someone here who can feel gravity,”
         she muttered. “As far as I’m concerned, we’re still floating.” Molly felt much the same, though her home gravity was little
         more than half that of the Rimmore, and nodded in sympathy.
      

      
      “Joe, it still seems to me that checking outside details would make a lot of sense before anyone stepped out. We don’t know
         that the air isn’t corrosive—there are worlds like Jenny’s or mine with free oxygen, and that wouldn’t be good for your skin
         even if you don’t ingest it, would it?”
      

      
      “I’ve spent time in oxygen atmospheres,” the Nethneen replied, “and even without analysis I refuse to worry about that element here. It is thermodynamically unstable, strictly a product of life, and if there is any life on a planet this
         young, I’ll be delighted to take the risk of an oxygen burn just to see it.”
      

      
      “But how about the stuff that’s blowing? Surely you’re not claiming that no chemical can hurt you.”
      

      
      Joe hesitated for several seconds. “Perhaps that would be a bit excessive,” he said at last. “Jenny, have you made anything
         of the cloud composition and of this precipitate that presumably is coming from them?”
      

      
      The centipedelike form turned back to her instruments and was busy for a minute or so.

      
      “Not a simple substance,” she said at last. “Largely ammonium salts; carbamate, carbonate, amide, traces of water ice, urea,
         and a lot more—it will take a long time to run a complete list. A good deal of what you’d expect from reactions between gases
         in this atmosphere.”
      

      
      “But nothing clearly dangerous.”

      
      “Nothing that waves a flag to me.”

      
      Joe gave the rippling arm gesture that was his equivalent of an affirmative head nod and was at the door in two long, gliding
         steps, something his tentacular legs could not have managed under decent gravity, Molly reflected. “We’ll keep lock protocol,”
         he said as he opened it. “Outer atmosphere could be a nuisance to some of the rest of you.” He closed the valve behind him,
         and Molly activated the screen showing the inside of the air lock. The Nethneen had already opened a bleeder valve and was
         letting outside air in to bring the pressure up. This was causing him no visible distress.
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