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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.


      




PROLOGUE


2067 A.D.: Rejoice! the War is Over


Every war begins with a first encounter, a first blow, a first casualty. That is the shot heard ‘round the world.


But in every war there must also be a last victim. And the event that takes that victim can happen after the combat is officially ended.


The Pelagic was a deep-space freighter, hurriedly converted for passenger transport. Designed to creep ore-laden from asteroid mines to the great refineries in low orbit about Earth or Mars, the ship had a maximum acceleration of less than a quarter gravity. The Seeker that pursued her could sustain five gees, or boost briefly at a hundred.


The presence of the pursuer had been detected in a routine scan for Belt debris not listed in the data banks. Of the four people in the control room following the emergency call, only Vernor Perry, the navigation officer, had accepted what the Seeker’s steady approach meant.


“I know we can’t outrun it.” Loring Sheer, the chief engineer, was still arguing. “Why should we need to? You heard the radio messages from Earth. The war is over!”


“Vern? What do you say to that?” Mimi Palance was the captain, hurriedly appointed when the refugee ship left the mid-sized asteroid of Mandrake. She was a habitat designer, and she was having trouble in adjusting to the idea of space command.


Vernor Perry looked stupefied. He was the one who had called them to the control room. He knew more about Seekers than anyone else on board. He also knew that he was dead. All discussion was pointless.


“Vern!” said Palance again, in a sharper tone.


Perry roused himself. “It makes no difference if the war is over or not. Seekers are smart missiles, but they were built without a cancel mode. Once targeted, they can’t be changed.”


“But what makes you sure that we are the target?” asked the personnel officer. It was her first time in space since the war began, and Mary Vissuto was still bewildered by the sudden order to flee from Mandrake. “Why mightn’t the target be another ship, or even a colony?”


“Probabilities.” Perry pointed to a three-D display with the Pelagic as its moving center. “There’s no other ship or artificial structure within five million kilometers. That Seeker is heading directly toward us. There’s no reasonable chance that it’s aiming for anything else.”


“So what can we do to escape it?”


Perry shrugged.


“That’s no answer, Vern,” said Palance. And, sharply again when he did not reply, “Come on, man. We have four adults and fifteen children on board. I agree, we can’t outrun a Seeker. But what about a course change?”


“Useless.” We’re dead. Why are you bothering me? “I tell you, a Seeker is smart. It’s already observing us, with all of its sensors. If we change course, it will compute a revised contact trajectory. If we turn our power off, it will track us by our thermal signature. The Pelagic is hotter than any natural body in the Belt. It has to be, or we’d all be frozen.”


“Then if we can’t run away, can we hide? Suppose we head for an asteroid and park behind it.”


“The Seeker will follow us. We can’t run, and we can’t hide.” But even as he spoke, a flicker of an idea crossed Perry’s frozen mind.


“What, Vern?” Mimi Palance had seen the change of expression.


“We may be able to hide—for just a while. Don’t get your hopes up, though. We can’t escape. But we might buy a little time.” Perry went over to the control console and called up the banks of solar-system ephemerides.


“I thought you just said that we couldn’t hide. So why are you looking at asteroids?” Loring Sheer had been trying to adjust to the idea of imminent death, but now the engineer was confused again.


“We can’t hide behind one. What we need for breathing space is a cluster. I’ve got the computer looking for one we can reach before the Seeker reaches us.” He checked the missile’s progress. “Luckily, it’s in no hurry—it knows we can’t get away.” He pressed the compute key. “Hold your breath.”


“What are you calculating, Vern?” Mary Vissuto had been too busy on Mandrake with the children and with her own work to pay much attention to the celestial mechanics of the Belt.


“Asteroid groups. The asteroids move all the time relative to each other.” And when Mary still showed no sign of understanding, “They move, you see, but the law of averages means that there have to be temporary clusters, continually forming and dissolving. The trick is to find one near enough to do us some good. Then we move over and snuggle up into the middle of the group.”


He did not take time to explain the tricky part of what he was doing. The bodies of the Asteroid Belt ranged in size from Ceres, a giant by asteroid standards at seven hundred and fifty kilometers, down to free-falling mountains and on to the pea-sized and smaller pebbles. Everything from worlds to sand grains moved in its own complicated orbit, defined by the gravitational forces of sun and planets, by solar wind and radiation pressure, and by asteroid interactions.


Vern’s first task was to choose reasonable size limits. He had on file the orbit parameters for every Belt body of more than fifty meters in diameter, and he had set the required number of bodies to one thousand, with a cluster radius of five hundred kilometers. If the computer could find nothing that matched those requirements, he would have to decrease the number of bodies in the cluster or increase the permitted cluster radius. Each of those options would make it more difficult for the Pelagic to hide. And the hiding place would be temporary, whatever he did. The Seeker would patiently search every body of a cluster until it again encountered the unique signature of the Pelagic.


The other two in the control room had not needed Perry’s explanation to know what he was doing. Their eyes were fixed on the displays. “It’s found some,” said Palance as the computation ended. “Four of them!”


Perry shrugged. “Yeah, but look at the distances. We can forget the first three—the Seeker would catch us before we got there. It’s number four, or nothing.”


“That cluster’s not even close to our present trajectory.” Sheer was peering at the tabulation. “We’d have to burn all the fuel we’ve got to make that course change.”


“You’ll never find a better use for it.” Mimi Palance had already made up her mind. “Vern, give me a flight path.”


“Doing it.” Perry was at the console. Hope was the biggest delusion, but what else was there to do? “Loring, make sure you’re ready for full acceleration. I’m going to assume that you can squeeze out a quarter gee.”


“You’ll be lucky.” But Loring Sheer was looking better as he hurried out. Something to do, anything to do. Even if he blew the engines apart, that was better than sitting around watching the approach of the Seeker.


“A quarter gee!” protested Mary Vissuto. “We haven’t had a tenth of that since we left Mandrake. The cabins and galley aren’t ready for it.”


“They’d better be,” said Perry. “In about two minutes. I’m programming for maximum thrust as soon as Sheer can give it to us.”


“We’ll never get things tied down in time.” But Mary, too, was hurrying out, leaving Palance and Perry alone in the control room.


“So we go sit in the middle of the cluster.” Perry spoke in a dry, controlled voice, as though they were discussing some academic problem of orbital rendezvous. At the same time, he was fine-tuning the trajectory, seeking a region where the cluster bodies were converging. “What then, Mimi? Loring and Mary still don’t understand. They think this gives us a chance. It doesn’t. It gives us a short reprieve. There’s no way that the Pelagic can escape a Seeker.”


“I know. We’re going to die. I didn’t accept that ten minutes ago, I do now. But I don’t accept it for the children. They’re special. We have to come up with an idea, Vern. And we have to do it quick. Get your brain in gear.”


The control sequence took over. The engines fired. The Pelagic accelerated its ungainly bulk toward the random assembly of rock fragments that comprised the chosen cluster. Far behind, taking course changes in its stride and closing steadily on the bigger ship, the deadly needle of the Seeker followed every move.


When the group reconvened in the control room six hours later, Mimi had herself and the meeting under better control. She took no credit for that. Loring Sheer and Mary Vissuto had come to grips with unpleasant reality, while Vern Perry was admitting that impending death did not remove the obligation to think.


“Vern.” She nodded her head at the navigation officer. “Status summary, please.”


“Our physical location has changed, but not our situation.” Perry already had the displays he needed on file. “That’s us.” A blue point winked on the screen. “We’re nicely tucked away behind a one-kilometer rock, and I’m going to keep us there. These fourteen other bodies”—more winking lights—”are available if we want to do some dodging. We’re safe for twenty-four hours unless the Seeker changes its operating plan. I don’t see why it should. Here it is.” A red point of light appeared. “It knows where we are, and the Doppler from its radar signals shows that it’s closing at a constant rate.”


He turned from the console. “The bad news we already know. We can’t run away, because we have no fuel left. Even if we could, the Seeker is fast enough to catch us and run rings round us.”


“All right.” Mimi Palance turned to Sheer. “The Pelagic is stuck here. What about other transport?”


“There’s one lifeboat. We could all get into it, and we might even be able to fly somewhere before we ran out of air. But we wouldn’t be given the chance. A Seeker can recognize a lifeboat as well as it can a ship, and it would see our drive go on. It would tackle the Pelagic, then come after us—or maybe the other way around. Either way, it would make no difference. We can’t get anywhere using the lifeboat.”


“So cross that one off.” Mimi was aware of the clock. Any actions they might take were less likely to succeed as the Seeker came closer and the resolution of its sensors improved. “All right. Life support and habitats, that’s my area. Not good. We have nine single-person pods. Self-contained life-support system on each one, but no thrust capability. Nine pods, and nineteen of us. Bad arithmetic. Mary? Ideas?”


“Nine of the children are two years old or less. Can you double up, put two to a pod?”


“No.” Mimi Palance did not elaborate. She knew why that was impossible, as Mary should have known too. “If we put kids on the pods, only nine can go. And they have to be the youngest. They’re the smallest, and the pods can keep them alive the longest. The bigger ones … stay here with us.”


She paused and swallowed. The others could not look at her. They knew that although each of them had a child on board under two, Mimi Palance’s only child was a boy approaching seven. He would stay with her on the Pelagic.


And die with her, thought Vernor Perry. Just like the rest of us. But all he said was, “Won’t work.”


“Why not? We can do a ballistic launch—throw them out of the Pelagic. No thrust from the pods for the Seeker to track. It will think they are bits of space junk associated with the cluster. I’m sure the Seeker doesn’t have any better list of small rocks than we do, and there are thousands around here that we don’t have in the data bank.”


“That’s not the problem.” Perry hated to dash hopes, but there was no value to fantasy. “Sure, there would be no thrust to track, no deviation from free-fall to observe. But that’s only one way that the Seeker hunts. The pods have to be kept above ambient temperature if you want the kids to survive. So the Seeker will find them in just the way it’s going to find the Pelagic—because of a thermal signal far above background.”


“Loring? Any comment? Any ideas?”


“No. Vern’s right. The Seeker will detect and destroy the pods.” The engineer was silent for a few seconds. “Unless …”


“Come on, Loring. Quick! We don’t have time to dawdle.”


“Well, this is half-baked. But we have liquid helium on board. Not a lot of it, but the I/R sensor detectors need cooling way down, and we use it for that. Suppose we put the kids inside the pods, as many of them as will fit, and then we blow a liquid-helium spray onto the outside of the pods. That could bring the skin temperature down to ambient, the same as the rest of the rocks in the cluster. It would take some calculation of latent heats and heat transfer, but I can hack that out pretty quick. And then we eject the pods from the Pelagic while we’re in the shadow of one of the bigger asteroids … and hope the pods get far enough away before they heat up again because of the children inside. It’s our best bet. Vern?”


“It’s not our best bet, it’s our only bet. We have to try it.”


“But if you can do that for the life-support pods,” said Mary Vissuto, “why not do it for the whole ship?”


“And then what?” Vern Perry was losing patience. “Even if we had enough liquid helium that we could spray the whole Pelagic—and we don’t—we have no fuel to go anywhere. The Seeker wouldn’t go away. It would sit and wait, and after a while our hull temperature would warm up again. It has to, or we’d all die of overheating. Then the Seeker would zap us. And when it realized what we had done to cool the ship, it might start looking around for other things that had been treated in the same way.”


“But what will we do about the other children?” asked Mary Vissuto. It was as though she had not heard one word that Perry had said. “And what will happen to the rest of us?”


This time no one answered. If Mary still refused to look reality in the face, that was her problem.


The easy part was the desperate action. The nine pods were coated with an extra layer of thermal insulation, as much as could be installed and still permit the body heat of the infants within to dissipate. Ejection vectors were computed to make the pods seem as much as possible like ordinary members of the cluster. Finally the metabolism of the nine young children was reduced as far as Mimi Palance dared. No one had ever determined how long a child could survive in a pod, let alone with a reduced metabolic condition. Perhaps it was as well that no one knew.


When everything was ready, each pod would be thrown out into space at a preselected moment, chosen to optimize the masking effect of the natural bodies of the cluster. The pods shared no common destination, but all of them were targeted for the inner solar system. After nine days, when they should be safely beyond the Seeker’s attention, each would begin to broadcast a distress signal.


As soon as the ninth life-support unit was ready, Vernor Perry placed an unconscious child inside it. He tenderly kissed the little boy good-bye. All of the children on the Pelagic were special, but to Vern this one was extra-special, Vern’s own flesh and blood. He surveyed the cold anonymity of the pod and shuddered at the thought of his baby facing empty space, unnamed and unknown. With Mimi Palance’s consent, he attached a little name card to the infant boy’s shirt, then helped to prepare cards for the other eight babies.


He watched as they were launched, one by one. When the ninth pod was ejected with its precious cargo, Vern Perry muttered to himself, “The ark went upon the face of the waters. And the spirit of God moved over the vasty deep.”


And then there was nothing more to be done. They could not run, they could not hide.


The hard part began.


Vern could not bear to stay with the other adults. He went to where his older boy, Martin, was playing, and retreated with him to the navigation room.


The Pelagic had emerged from the shelter of the rocky asteroids as soon as the last pod was on its way. The Seeker was close enough now to show a visible image. It was a long, sharp-pointed cone, with a broad lip on its thick base. There had been no change in its behavior when the six-foot ovoids of the life-support units were launched.


Seated on Vern’s knee, his eight-year-old son watched the Seeker with no fear and a good deal of curiosity. “I’ve never seen a ship like that before, Dad,” he said. “Is it a Belt design?”


“Yes. It’s called a Seeker. It’s a … a weapons ship.”


“Well, the war’s over now. Thank goodness. Hey!” Martin could see everything that his father saw. “It’s coming this way, isn’t it?”


“Yes. How did you know?”


“Well, the picture looks the same size, but the scale bar on the display keeps changing.”


“Quite true. You’re a smart boy.” He is, too—super-smart. When he grows up—


Vern choked off the thought and squeezed his eyes tight shut.


“Why is it getting closer to us?”


“It’s coming to … to take us home.” Vern opened his eyes again and peered at the other screen. There, diminished to a tiny dot, was pod number nine. It was still safely retreating. He stared and stared. It was all he had to hold on to.


“Back home to Mandrake, you mean? That’s great.” Martin was still gazing at the first screen. “Hey, look, Dad. The other ship’s turning around.”


The Seeker was rotating slowly on its axis, bringing about the end of its blunt cone to face the Pelagic.


Remote weapons system. Vern’s analysis when he turned again to the main screen was automatic. So it doesn’t intend to destroy us with impact.


The Seeker’s rotation was complete. Vern Perry was staring right down the emission venturi. But its image was a misty-eyed blur. He put his arms around his son.


Nine billion dead in four months. It’s an unthinkable number, when every loss could be as painful as this.


“Dad, quit that!” The boy was laughing. “You’re squashing me. See, the end’s opening up.”


“It’s all right, Martin. Everything’s going to be all right.”


“Dad, look. Dad!”


As space around the Pelagic bloomed yellow and crimson, the Great War claimed its last casualties. But Vernor Perry did not see it happen. He was holding his beloved son close. His eyes were closed, and the agony in his heart had nothing to do with his own fate.


His final thought was a prayer for the end of all such sorrow.




INTERLUDE


This is the size-distribution law of the Asteroid Belt: For every body of given diameter, D, there will be ten bodies with diameter d = D/3.


Corollary: As the body you are searching for becomes smaller, the problem of distinguishing it from others of similar size becomes rapidly more difficult.


Conclusion: Personal survival pods, each a couple of meters long, will be lost in a swarm of natural objects, more numerous within the Belt than grains of sand on a beach. Visual search techniques in such an environment will be useless.


Solution: Although the sky in and beyond the solar system glimmers and glows with visible light from stars, planets, diffuse and luminous gas clouds, novas, supernovas, and galaxies, other regions of the electromagnetic spectrum are far less busy. Choose carefully. At the right wavelength for observation, Earth shines brighter than a thousand suns.


The designers of search-and-rescue systems choose very carefully. The available signal energy must be radiated in many directions, travel millions or hundreds of millions of kilometers, and fill an immense volume. The amounts of power available for distress calls are usually just a few watts. No matter. The radio energy needed for signal detection and location is truly minute; the total microwave power received at the solar system’s largest radio telescope would not carry a crawling fly up a windowpane.


SAR systems are designed to detect and triangulate a crippled survival pod operating on its last dribble of power. From a single one-minute fix, a ship or pod’s position and velocity can be computed. A rescue vehicle will be chosen, and a matching trajectory defined.


What SAR systems cannot do—because no one ever anticipated such a need—is to operate efficiently when wartime battle communications swamp every channel. And when war ends, emergency needs for reconstruction are no less demanding.


The last urgent and one-time call from the Pelagic, giving trajectories for nine small objects, goes unheeded.


The pods drift through space. The sedated infants within them dream on. Their sun-centered orbits carry them steadily closer to the monitored zone of the Inner System, but they move at a snail’s pace, too slow for the internal resources of the pods. Life-support systems, intended for at most a few weeks’ use, begin to fail. The pods’ own calls for help continue, but they, too, weaken, merging into the galactic radio hiss that fills all of space.


Months pass. The pods drift on, interplanetary flotsam borne on sluggish tides of radiation pressure and the changing currents of gravitational force.


No one knows that they exist.
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2092 A.D.: Black Smoker


Nell Cotter had visualized the sequence precisely during the final minutes before the hatch was closed: a slow fading of light, a gradual extinction that would grow ever fainter as they descended, never quite bleeding away completely.


And had she got it wrong! Here was reality, a few seconds of cloudy green filled with drifting motes of white. A sudden school of darting silverfish all around them, and then, moments later, no trace of diffused sunlight. Only darkness, absolute and implacable. Scary.


But reporting personal discomfort was not what she was paid to do. “We are now moving through the three-hundred-meter level,” she said calmly. “That little cluster of shrimp was probably the last life we’ll see for a while. All external light has disappeared.”


She spoke into her main microphone, the one that Jon Perry could hear, but after that, she automatically went on subvocalizing for the private record. Don’t need to say the depth. One of the cameras is trained on the instrument panel. Can hardly see it though, it’s so dim in here. She glanced at the other two video recorders. Getting nothing from outside. We need action, or all of this sequence will be edited out.


The third camera showed Jon Perry at the submersible’s controls, leaning back, totally relaxed, even bored.


Cold fish, as cold-blooded as anything outside. Well, I was warned. The Ice Man. Wonder if Mr. Personality does any better when he knows he’s on camera. “Dr. Perry, would you narrate while we’re descending? I could do it, but I’d only be parroting what you told me earlier.”


“Sure.” He displayed no more emotion, dropping in this hollow glass shell through black depths, than she had seen him do on the ocean’s surface. He turned his face toward the camera. “We will be making an unpowered descent for the next sixteen hundred meters. That will take approximately ten minutes and put us onto the eastern edge of the Pacific Antarctic Ridge, about forty-five south, a hundred and ten west. The coast of South America and the Arenas Base are fourteen hundred kilometers east. We are already into the stable temperature regime, with the water at a constant four degrees Celsius. It will stay that way for another thousand meters. The only change we’ll notice until we reach the seabed is in the outside pressure. It adds ten tons of load to each square meter of the Spindrift’s surface for every ten meters that we descend. If you listen closely, you can hear the vessel’s structure adjusting to the outside force. At the moment, the pressure on the hull is about a thousand tons per square meter.”


A thousand tons! Thank you, Jon Perry. I could have gone all day without needing to know that. Nell stared around at the transparent goldfish bowl of the submersible. On the surface, the three-meter globe of the Spindrift had seemed substantial enough; now it felt as flimsy and as fragile as a soap bubble. If it were to shatter under the enormous outside pressure …


She felt a twinge of discomfort in her bladder but pushed awareness of it into the back of her mind.


Is he going to talk his damned statistics all the way down? No one on Earth or anywhere else will want to watch. A pox on you, Glyn Sefaris. Promise me a “quick and easy” assignment, so I’ll agree to come here unprepared. And give me this. (And better be sure to edit that out, before Glyn gets his editorial look.)


It was a party trick, elevated to a practical technique. Nell could keep up her own stream-of-consciousness commentary on the subvocal recorder installed in her larynx and still monitor and direct the course of the video program. The final show would be a mixture of on-the-spot and voice-over comments. Continuous time-markers on cameras and microphones ensured that she would have no difficulty in coordinating, editing, and splicing the different tracks. As she paused, Jon Perry wound up the string of statistics and was moving on.


“ … at which point I will begin using our lights. We could do it now—we have plenty of power—but it’s not worth it, because the only thing we’re likely to see are a few deep-water fish, all of them well-known benthic forms.”


“Not well known to me or to the viewers, Dr. Perry.” Nell jumped in on her public mike. The thrust of the show was supposed to be about the seafloor hydrothermal vents and the lifeforms around them, but final subject matter was irrelevant if viewers turned off before you ever got there. “Can we take a look?”


He shrugged and turned back to the control panel. Nell watched his fingers flicker across a precise sequence of keys.


Beautifully shaped hands. Make sure we show plenty of footage of them. Nice sexy voice, too, if I could get more animation into it. Talks old, no juice. Check his age when we get back—twenty-eight to thirty, for a guess. Check background, too. I know next to nothing about him. How long has he been playing deep-sea diver?


The darkness around them was suddenly illuminated by three broad beams of green light, each beginning twenty meters from the Spindrift and pointed back toward it.


“Free-swimming light sources,” said Perry, anticipating Nell’s question. “Half a meter long, two-kilowatt continuous cold light, or pulsed at a megawatt. We have half a dozen of them. They normally travel attached to the base of the Spindrift, but they can be released and controlled from here.”


“Why not just shine beams out from the submersible?”


“Too much back-scatter. The light that’s reflected toward us from an outgoing beam would spoil the picture. Better to send the free-swimmers out and shine light back this way.”


“They’re radio-controlled?”


He gave her a glance that might have been amused, but it was probably contemptuous. He knew she’d been sent here half-briefed as well as she did. “Radio’s no use under water. Lasers would do, but focused ultrasonics are better. They travel farther and don’t interfere with what we see.”


Which at the moment happens to be nothing. Nell stared out into three empty cones of brightness. Not one hint of fish. Amazing, I can see everywhere. The Spindrift admits light completely from all directions. Even the chairs are transparent. “Progress in ceramic materials since the war, Miss Cotter.” Perry had patted the side of the clear globe as they were first boarding. “We can make everything in the submersible as transparent as the best glass … except the crew, of course. We’re working on that.” (Joke!) “And so strong that the Spindrift could descend to the deepest part of the Marianas Trench.”


To which, thank God, they were not going. The hydro-thermal vents lay at what Jon Perry described as a “modest” depth of a couple of thousand meters.


Which means that we’re going more than a mile straight down. Two thousand tons of force on every square meter of the hull. Smash in this Christmas ornament, and no one would ever find the broken shell. Or its contents. God, I hate the deep sea—and I never knew it before. Feel like I have to go to the bathroom. Hope I don’t pee in my pants (and be sure to edit that out, too, when I get back).


Still they were descending, through cold, lifeless water. Jon Perry had his free-swimmers on autopilot, their lighthouse beams creating cones of green, fading in the distance. Over to the left, Nell finally caught a glimpse of movement. Something dark, something faint, a wisp of smoke at the limit of vision.


“Dr. Perry, I see a big object swimming. Over on your side.”


But he was shaking his head. “Not swimming. That’s the first sign of what we came down here to look at. You’re seeing the top of the plume from the smoker. Look at the water temperature.”


Nell—and the camera—looked. It was eight degrees above freezing, warmer than it ought to be. They were descending into the region of the hydrothermal vent. A feathery plume of darker water—like up-flowing oil—was the first sign of the vent’s proximity.


Jon Perry had listened well when she briefed him before the descent. He picked up his cue now without a hint from her. “From this point, the water as we descend will become hotter and hotter, all the way to the entry chimney of Hotpot—a crack in the seafloor, the hydrothermal vent that leads right to Earth’s hot interior. Actually, this is both the newest and the hottest of the known vents. Those in the Galapagos Rift are deeper, and they have been studied for a long time: Mussel Bed and Rose Garden, Clambake and Garden of Eden. But even the hottest of them, the ‘black smokers,’ don’t run over three-fifty Celsius. Hotpot here tops out at over four-twenty, a super black smoker. If it weren’t for the pressure down here, this would all be superheated steam …”


And if it weren’t for the calmness down here, this would all look damned good on camera. Beautiful clear eyes, total technical confidence. Pale complexion, because he spends too much time in the dark. Editing color balance will take care of that easy enough. But you need a few pins sticking into you, Jon Perry. We have to liven you up. Because let’s face it, what you’re saying to our vast but shrinking audience is bloody dull stuff.


And Nell’s experienced ear and eye told her that it was getting worse. Given that the average audience member had an attention span shorter than the time it took to blink. And given that there was not much to look at outside anyway. As they descended farther, the water was becoming steadily more turbid. The lights stopped a few yards beyond the glassy wall of the Spindrift, and in those few yards she could see nothing.


“There are live organisms thriving down here,” Perry was saying, “at temperatures far above the usual boiling point of water—temperatures that would kill a human being in a few seconds. But even that’s not the most interesting thing about the black smokers. Every creature on the land surface of the earth or in the upper levels of the oceans depends on the sun for its existence. Plants trap the energy of sunlight, animals eat plants, and animals eat each other. So it all comes back to sunlight and solar energy. But the animals that form colonies around the black smokers don’t rely on the sun at all. Their life cycle starts with bacteria that are chemosynthetic, not photosynthetic. They depend on chemical energy, breaking down sulfur-based compounds and using the energy from that to power processes within their cells. If the sun were to go out completely, all life on the surface of the earth would vanish. But it might be centuries before life down here even noticed. It would go on as usual, energized by the earth’s own minerals and internal heat …”


Pictures. Nell stared desperately at the roiling darkness out beyond the Spindrift. Great God of the Boob Tube, give me pictures. I’ve recorded enough talking-head material in the past five minutes for an hour’s program.


It was duller than her worst fears. And she knew what was coming next, because Jon Perry had told her even before they left the surface. They were going to scoop up exciting things like clams and mini-crabs and tube worms and sulfur-munching bacteria from the seabed around Hotpot, with the aid of the Spindrift’s remote handling arms. And they were going to push the creatures into the viewers’ disgusted or bored faces.


I told you, Glyn, I didn’t need this bloody job. I should have stayed in bed.


But before Nell had finished that subvocal thought, Jon Perry had moved. He was sitting up straight in his seat, and his face suddenly had an expression on it. A live, interested look, like a real human being. He had stopped speaking in mid-sentence, and he was ignoring the cameras. Nell felt a movement of the Spindrift, an upward bobbing that she had last experienced when the submersible was on the surface.


“What’s happening?”


He did not reply, did not look at her. But he jerked his head toward the instrument panel, which told Nell nothing. She saw only dozens of dials and digital readouts, most of them unlabeled and unintelligible.


What was intelligible was the sudden disappearance of every scrap of outside illumination. The free-swimmers’ lights had vanished. Nell Cotter and Jon Perry sat at the center of a jet-black globe, dim-lit from within. She saw a streak of dark movement outside—opaque liquid swirling around them. It was followed by another and more violent rocking of the Spindrift. The vessel tilted far to one side, until Nell was thrown across to collide with Jon Perry.


“Pressure wave.” He finally spoke. “A big one. We have to get away from here. The Spindrift was designed for uniform external pressure. It can’t take much of this.” His voice was calm, but his hands were skipping across the controls at unbelievable speed.


Nell gasped. Something had reached out in the darkness, grabbing and holding her at her waist, chest, and shoulders in soft, cool tentacles.


“It’s all right.” Perry had heard her indrawn breath. “That’s only the restraining harness. It operates automatically if we exceed a ten-degree tilt.”


Which we should never do, except when we’re bobbing around on the surface. Nell remembered at least that much of her briefing. What’s wrong with the attitude stabilizers? They’re supposed to keep us level.


“I saw the temperature rising,” Perry went on calmly, “faster than it ought to, but I didn’t know how to interpret it. We arrived here at just the wrong time.”


“But what’s happening?” Nell could feel all of her weight transfer to the harness on her right side. The Spindrift had rolled through ninety degrees.


“Undersea eruption. Seafloor quake. The area around the smokers is seismically active, and it chose now to release built-up compressions.”


Nell heard a low, pained moaning. The seabed, crying out in agony? No. It’s the Spindrift, groaning because the hull is overstressed. Can’t take much of this, Perry says. So when the ship’s had all that it can take—


The submersible shuddered and spun. Nell no longer had any sense of direction. The seafloor could be right beneath her feet—or directly over her head. Jon Perry was still busy at the controls. And, incredibly, he was talking in the same lecturer’s voice as before. Narrating his comments, as though they were still making a video documentary.


“It is necessary that we leave the eruption zone at once, but it’s no use to head straight up toward the surface. The pressure waves fan up and out from the seabed fracture zone to fill a wedge-shaped volume, broadest at the top. We must travel laterally and down to take us out of the active zone. That’s what I’m doing now. It’s going to be touch and go, because we’ve already had two pressure pulses that exceed the hull’s nominal maximum tolerance. Hold tight. Here comes another one.”


The Spindrift groaned again, a sound like creaking timbers. Nell glanced around. Outside there was nothing but turbid black water at killing pressure. How could Perry have any idea of where he was going? She could see no instruments that told direction or attitude. Yet his dim-lit fingers were never still. He was making continuous adjustments to something. Nell could hear another noise behind her: the whirring of electric motors, driving the Spindrift’s propulsion system at maximum thrust.


Does he know what he’s doing? Or is he trying anything, just at random?


The submersible shuddered and changed direction again, so violently that Nell was convinced that it must be the end. The hull moaned, surely ready to collapse. But in that same moment, Jon Perry was lifting his hands clear of the controls.


“Are we—” Nell didn’t know how to finish the question. Are we doomed? didn’t seem likely to receive a useful answer.


“Almost. Almost clear. Another few seconds.”


The front of the submersible was admitting a faint, faded glow. The water ahead was clearer, no longer filled with dense, suspended solids ejected by the seafloor eruption. Nell could see one of the free-swimmer light sources, leading the way to safety like a pilot fish. The Spindrift rolled slightly, responding to a faint, final tremor from behind. And then Nell could feel no evidence of movement, although the sound of the motors continued from behind. Her restraining harness released and slipped away, retracting into the seat.


“We’re right out of it. All clear.” Perry slapped his hand on the panel in front of them. Able to see his profile for the first time in what seemed like hours, Nell found that he was grinning like a madman.


Nell wasn’t. Look at that! The crazy bastard, he acts like he loved it.


“Are you all right, Miss Cotter?”


Nell gulped, trying to clear her throat for anything more than subvocal rage. Before she could say a word, he was turning to face her, his expression changing from excitement to concern.


“I’m afraid I’ll have to take us back to the surface. I’m really sorry about your show. I realize that we didn’t get the materials I promised you, but there’s no way we could examine Hotpot today. It’s too dangerous. Anyway, there’ll be so much ejecta from the vent that we wouldn’t be able to see a thing for hours. We can come back another day.”


Nell looked at the cameras. Still in position. Still working. They would have recorded everything: the eruption, the abyssal darkness, the Spindrift tossed and stressed by forces that had come close to shattering the little vessel.


Relief and excitement washed away tension. Nell wanted to laugh hysterically. He’s apologizing! He brings us back from the brink of death, then he worries because he didn’t get me camera shots of his godawful slime-worms. And he must get his kicks from danger, because he was grinning like a loony a second ago, and not a sign of perspiration. And here I am, sweating like a pig in a sauna.


“Dr. Perry.” A maniacal laugh came gurgling up from her throat. Edit that out. “You don’t need to say you’re sorry. We didn’t get the show we expected—we got something a whole lot better. You promised chemosynthesis and photosynthesis and sulfur-chewing clams. You delivered a seaquake, an eruption with us in the middle of it. And a recording of everything. The viewers will love it.”


He’s surprised—at the idea that someone might prefer high drama to tube worms? But now Nell could not control her own grin. To be sure that you were dead, and then to know you had survived … there was no feeling like it. In that moment of greatest satisfaction, she saw a red alarm winking on the control panel. She pointed to it without speaking.


“Oh, that’s all right. Nothing to do with our onboard status. The ship is fine.” He leaned over to activate a small display screen, angled so that Nell could not read it. “That signal shows that the Spindrift has received a message from the surface.”


“I thought that was hard to do.”


“It’s damned hard. It takes a tight-focused sonic beam to find us, and an even tighter one to send a signal. Lots of energy waste. That’s why it’s done so seldom.” He was frowning. “It must be for you.”


“I’m sure it’s not.”


“Well, I can’t believe it’s for me. There’s nothing in my projects so urgent it can’t wait until we return to the surface. But here it comes.”


Nell watched as he read the contents of the screen. She saw his expression change again.


Bye-bye, Ice Man. I don’t know what this is, but it’s something that sure frightens or upsets Jon Perry. He’s excited by physical danger, and it doesn’t worry him—but he’s sure worried now.


“What is it? Is the message for me?”


Jon Perry was shaking his head. “It’s for me. I’m sorry, Miss Cotter, but we have to head for the surface at top speed. The undersecretary’s office called, and they say there’s a major problem.”


“With our descent? I hope it hasn’t caused trouble.”


“It has nothing to do with today’s descent. There’s a problem with my project to explore the lifeforms around the hydrothermal vents—the thing I’ve spent the past six years working on.”


“What sort of problem?”


“That’s what has me worried. They say to return at once, it’s most urgent. But they don’t say why.”




2


The Fight at the Edge of the Universe


All it took was one touch of the finger.


Camille Hamilton depressed the right-hand key. A prerecorded instruction sequence was initiated. The main computer at DOS Center set up individual commands, and sixty thousand lasers rifled them out across the solar system.


Now there was nothing to do but wait. It would require almost an hour for the light-speed commands to reach the most distant of the individual waiting telescopes, and another hour before confirming data could be received at DOS Center that those instruments were swinging into precise alignment with the target. Three more hours before the whole network of telescopes, cross-talking continuously to each other about attitudes and orbits, would settle into a final and stable configuration.


Camille reflected, for the thousandth time, that “observing” with the Distributed Observation System didn’t offer the real-time pleasures of olden-day astronomy. Galileo and Herschel and Lord Rosse had enjoyed the results of their efforts at once—assuming you agreed that “enjoyment” could include perching on an exposed platform twenty feet or more above the ground in subfreezing temperatures, peering through soupy skies at an object that might become obscured by cloud at the crucial moment.


The first confirming message was arriving, showing that the closest telescope of the DOS had already received and was obeying its target command. Camille hardly glanced at it. All of the finicky components of the system were orbiting on the other side of the sun, more than a billion kilometers away. She would not learn their status for another hour and a half. Meanwhile, she pulled the previous display onto the main screen for another look.


“Playing God, I see. As usual.” The voice from behind came at the same moment as the physical contact. David Lammerman had drifted silently into the room and was right behind Camille. He was hovering over her, massaging her shoulders and the trapezius muscles running in toward her neck.


Or pretending to.


Camille was sure that what he was really doing was testing—and disapproving of—the thinness of the fat layer between bone and skin. If she ever followed his diet advice, she’d be as zaftig as a Rubens’ model.


David sniffed disapproval, stopped his prodding and leaned to peer over her shoulder at the full-screen image of the Andromeda galaxy. “Hey, that’s not a simulation. It’s a real shot. Pretty damned good.”


“Good? Bit picky, aren’t we? I’d say it’s more like perfect.” Camille had been waiting for that important second opinion before she allowed herself to feel the full glow of satisfaction. “Every test shows that we’re spot-on in focus, and we’re close to diffraction-limited resolution. The last group of telescopes came on-line about five hours ago. It turns out that the mirrors weren’t damaged at all—it was just the predictive algorithms in the local computers that needed a wash and brush-up. Watch now. I’m going to do a high-res zoom.”


David dutifully watched, dazzled as usual by the speed and precision of her system control. The field shifted, closing in on one of Andromeda’s spiral arms. A cloud of stars rapidly resolved to points, then went spilling off the edge of the field of view until only one yellow dwarf burned at the center. The zoom continued, homing in on a bright fleck of light snuggled close to its parent star. That grew in turn, finally to display a visible disk on which continents formed dark, clotted smudges on a grey-blue background.


“I picked a close target—M31, two million light-years—for media impact. Then I set up a computer scan for a Sol type. That planet is about the same distance from its primary as Earth is from the sun. Spectroscopic analysis says we’re looking at a high-oxygen atmosphere. That’s water, too, in the blue areas. Think there’s anybody up there, staring back this way?”


“If there is, I hope he gets better observing time than we will as soon as people see that picture. Here. Put yourself around the outside of this.” David Lammerman was carrying two containers of soup in his left hand. He held one out to Camille.


She took it reluctantly. He was always trying to feed her. He had the best of intentions, but when she was working she could never develop any interest in food. Everyone told her that she was over-thin, that she needed to build herself up. It was futile to explain to all of them that her skinny blond fragility was as illusive as her childlike appearance, that she had never been sick in her life, that her body was as tough and durable as steel wire—though David, surely, had other evidence of that.


“Once they see this image, the honeymoon’s over,” he went on. He squeezed into the chair at Camille’s side. Two meters tall and powerfully built, he outmassed her by a factor of three. He emptied his pint of soup in three quick gulps, while she hid hers from him behind a monitor. He at once retrieved it, opened the top, and handed it back.


“Too good?” she took a dutiful sip. “The images, I mean … not the soup.”


“Far too good. As soon as they realize that everything’s up and running, we’ll be squeezed out of the schedule. All of our time will go to some grey eminence who hasn’t had an idea in her head for fifty years.”


He didn’t want or need a reply. He and Camille had grumbled through it all before. It was the age-old complaint of aspiring young astronomers. You did the dog work, the years of repairing, cleaning, and calibrating the instruments, while planning observational programs to tackle the most fundamental problems of astronomy; and as soon as everything was perfect, your elders and supposed betters came in, commandeered the prime observing time, and dribbled it away on out-of-date and discredited theories.


At twenty-four, David Lammerman was good, and he knew it. He was impatient. He was not consoled by the thought that his turn would come someday. And at twenty-seven, Camille Hamilton was beginning to wonder if hers ever would. She had already been at DOS Center two years longer than David, and he knew her powers even if no one else seemed to.


“Quit, then.” She could read his mind, peering at him over the top of the soup carton. “I’ll take your observing time.”


“I’ll bet you would. You try to do that already.” He smiled at her and rubbed his hand through his bushy mop of tight-curled blond hair. Camille noticed how handsome and healthy he looked. Healthy in mind and body. She knew both, better than she was ready to admit to anyone.


There was irony in that thought. During three years of working together, often around the clock and always sharing the same cramped living quarters—and after the first three months, the same bed—she and David had never once had a real argument. They told each other everything. She would have trusted him with anything that she owned, including her life. But she was not ready to make a commitment.


David couldn’t understand that. She didn’t understand it herself. Was it because of Tim Kaiser, David Lammerman’s predecessor at DOS Center? She and Tim had been lovers, too, for a little while. But the tensions between them had grown high. When Tim finally announced that he knew she was having affairs with half a dozen others at the center, that he could stand her rejection no longer, and that he was taking an assignment back on Earth, Camille had felt true sorrow … and vast relief.


Don’t let that happen again.


“We won’t have more than a day or two.” David’s voice intruded on her thoughts. “Then they’ll realize that the whole of DOS is performing to spec. So we’d better make the most of it. Andromeda’s all right for the media, but let’s get on with some real targets. Something a decent distance away.”


And here it comes, thought Camille. She would have preferred to avoid David’s look, but she forced herself to swivel her chair and face him.


“I already did that. DOS is set for a target eleven billion light-years out.” She hurried on, knowing that her next words would halt his nod of approval. “It’s going to observe the proto-stellar cloud that I found on last year’s test run.”


“Star formation! That’s low energy, and it’s useless science. We shouldn’t waste a millisecond on crap like that.”


“Just because your own interests happen to be quasars—


“Intense energy sources—that’s where you learn something new. Not in proto-stellar clouds. It’s a crime to take the whole capability of DOS and piss it away for twenty-four hours on something you could see just as well close-up using a different instrument—”


“Bullshit! You know that’s not true as well as I do. If we’re ever going to understand the anomalous fusion cross sections we measure right here in our own solar system, we need DOS. We have to look at stellar fusion and star formation way back in time, before supernovas did element seeding and changed the rules of the game. We have to look ten and eleven and twelve billion light-years out.”


Even while Camille argued as hotly as David—and enjoyed it, that was the amazing thing—she suspected that it was a waste of time. They had recognized for years that this day was coming. While the Distributed Observation System was performing sporadically or not at all, creeping back into operation after its partial destruction during the war, she and David had sneaked in ample observing time in pursuit of their own separate interests. But with the return of DOS to full service—and they could not hide that fact—guest observers would swarm in from all over the system. They would demand access. Their programs would have priority over the needs of a couple of recent graduates. She and David, both cocky and opinionated, would be forced to fight over scraps and slivers of observing time.


And they would fight. They agreed on the distance of good targets, but on nothing else. He was interested in observations of a certain class of quasars as a tool to answer cosmological questions. She found cosmology too speculative, too akin to theology. The questions she wanted to answer on fusion processes would lead to new experiments in the Vesta labs, and they in turn would suggest new observations. In her view, physics experiments and DOS observations should feed on each other through the intermediary of computer models and drive each other along. But the information flow from David’s work, in her opinion, was all one-way.


“You don’t have any method of finding out when you’re wrong,” she had said to him often enough. “It’s the curse of astronomy. You have no way to perform an experiment, here or in the Belt, and then say, ‘Well, this result shows that my theory is nothing but piffle, but it also suggests this different theory that I can test.’”


Camille stood up. It was the old argument. She did not want to sit and repeat it when there were more productive things to do.


“Where are you going?” He stood up too.


“It will be at least five hours before observations begin to come in. I’m going to take another look at the Super-DOS configurations.”


It was not wholly a lie. Only a week ago she and David had finished their design for a coordinated space-borne array of five hundred thousand orbiting telescopes, ranging in distance all the way from Jupiter to Mercury. They had agreed that it was the next logical step in exploring the edge of the universe. And they had further agreed that although the orbit computation and the dynamic control of the array presented formidable problems, the main hurdle was not technical. It would be—and wasn’t that the story of every major observing instrument ever built?—financial.


Until today, SuperDOS had been a paper dream. And maybe it still was. What Camille really wanted to do was to read the incoming-message files to DOS Center. The super-sharp images of M31 and the Earth-type planet within its spiral arm had already been sent, beamed out to the Jovian system and in to Mars and Earth. It was the response to those images, to the proof that DOS’s first integrated test had been a whopping success, that would tell if SuperDOS, ten times as big, could become more than a dream in Camille and David’s lifetime. And those responses should be coming in right now.


David trailed behind her as she left the DOS observation chamber and headed for Communications. She could tell from the look on his face that he hadn’t got everything off his chest.


“So you jumped in and grabbed your turn without telling me,” he said. “You took advantage of the fact that I was off duty. You deliberately didn’t tell me. Pretty shitty thing to do.”


“Don’t give me that.” Camille glanced back at him over her shoulder, but she floated right on across the zero-gee hub of DOS Center. She was not going to pretend a guilt she didn’t feel. “Suppose DOS had come into full operation on your shift and I hadn’t happened to be around. What would you have done?”


She could hear his breathing and feel his presence, drifting along a few feet behind her. He did not answer at once, but silence was all the reply she needed.


“I’ll tell you. You would have trained DOS on one of your stupid, bloody, high-red-shift quasars,” she went on. “And when I came on duty, you’d have told me what you’d done, and then I’d have had to lump it—and for a lot longer than a day, too. Your low light levels need longer exposure times.”


“You seem to think everybody’s like you.” But David’s tone lacked conviction. When it came to his sacred experiments, he was no different from Camille. Absolution, not permission. You grabbed observing time now, took the flak later.


“You certainly are like me,” said Camille mildly. “That’s why I’m so fond of you.”


She was declaring a truce. They had reached the entrance of Communications. The chamber was empty, but that was normal. DOS Center still ran on a skeleton staff; there were just nine technicians and maintenance personnel, including David and Camille, for a facility that would house over two hundred when the Distributed Observation System was going full bore.


The incoming-message unit was flashing blue to indicate the arrival of an “Urgent” received signal. All of the on-site staff had learned to ignore it, and the blaring station-wide siren had long ago been disconnected. The ideas of urgency on Earth and Ganymede seldom coincided with the priorities of DOS Center.


“Let’s see how well they like our pictures.” Camille scanned the display of incoming messages. “Wait a minute, though. This first one has nothing to do with DOS. It’s personal. For you, and it’s from Earth. From Husvik. Do you have high-up friends at the capital that you’ve never told me about?”


She was making conversation, not expecting an answer. Personal messages were just that. You didn’t ask about them. And anyway, David had no secrets from her. But his reaction was shocking. He froze and stood motionless, biting his lower lip.


“Sorry.” She stepped away from the console. “Read it here if you want to, or take a private screen. I’ll wait outside until you’re finished.”


And that was the next surprise. The offer to leave was made as a formality, but almost always it was waived. Even private messages to DOS Center were never that private, because when you lived in each other’s pockets for a few years, the number of secrets dwindled away to nothing. And David’s messages in particular were never shielded from Camille.


But now he was nodding.


“If you would. Leave, I mean. For a few minutes. I’d like to read it here.”


That left her with no choice. Camille was desperate to learn how the images from the full DOS—the result of five years of effort out here in the middle of nowhere—were being received around the system. But she would have to wait. Personal messages always took priority.


She went outside the chamber and hovered at the door. All of her plans for observations, not to mention the future of SuperDOS, depended on the reactions she received in the next day or two. And David was just as involved, just as dependent. How could his personal message be more important than the future of their work? Hell, he didn’t even know what the message was about when he said he wanted to take it; all he knew was its point of origin. That information meant something to him, but it told Camille nothing. The last time she had seen a census, over two million people were living in Husvik, and the population of South Georgia Island was still growing as Earth’s climate warmed.


She itched to sneak back in and take a look, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it. David had been too upset, too obviously worried. Instead, she waited impatiently at the door.


He was occupied for maybe ten minutes, which felt like hours to Camille. When he emerged, any annoyance with him evaporated. All of his cheerful assertiveness was gone, replaced by a painful hesitancy. He stared at Camille as though he had never seen her before.


“Er … mmm. You said you’d like to have my observing time. Didn’t you? Well, I guess—now I suppose—” Even his speech was affected. The know-it-all, super-confident David had been transformed to a tongue-tied, awkward klutz. “I guess that it’s all yours then. For now.”


“David, what’s wrong? Can I help?”


“Uh-uh.” He shook his blond mop and did not look at her. “I have to … to go to Earth. Soon as possible. Got to get on the first ship. Soon as I can.”


“But why? You shouldn’t leave. The next few days here at DOS are going to be critical.”


She didn’t want to say that. She wanted to say, “David, sweetheart, tell me. I have a right to know, whatever it is.” But before she could speak again, he nodded, turned, and headed back for the hub. Camille started to follow, then changed her mind. She went into the communications chamber and across to the outgoing-message screen.


Reading someone else’s personal message without permission was even worse than standing around while that person read it. But surely this was a real emergency. David had been asked—ordered—to do something that he certainly didn’t want to do. And maybe he had sent a message back that was not marked “Personal.”


She scanned the outgoing messages. There was nothing from David, personal or otherwise. So he was not even putting up an argument.


And what about the cost? A minimum-time trip to Earth was expensive. David had never seemed to have much money. So who would be paying for his transportation?


Yielding to temptation, Camille went across to the incoming screen. It showed the recent arrival of dozens of messages, but no personal ones. She sat down at the console and queried the data bank for information on all personal messages received at DOS Center within the past twelve hours.


There was just one. It had been of the Read-and-Erase type, which scrolled once across the screen and was obliterated from the computer record as soon as the recipient signed off.


Camille gave up. She began to review the incoming, congratulatory messages about the DOS results, and the eager requests for scheduling by guest observers. It took every scrap of concentration for her to register even their general content. At what should have been the most exciting time at DOS Center since the end of the Great War a quarter of a century ago, a far-off hand had been able to reach in and disrupt everything.


Her mind repeated the same thing over and over again. Someone wanted David Lammerman back on Earth; someone was in a position to make it happen, whether David wanted to go or not. And for whatever strange reason, someone was no more willing than David to divulge his or her identity.
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