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Chaos . ..

... (L. chaos < Gk. vast chasm, abyss, void) n. 1. Common usage. Disorder;
infinite formlessness. 2. Human science. Seemingly disordered or turbulent
systems from which hidden order may emerge. Consequences arising from
sensitive dependence on initial conditions may be unpredictable, even
theoretically. 3. Alien science. Energetic potential for growth and development in
the Universal Order, which may be amplified by selective intervention in highly
complex and apparently disordered systems, esp. living systems.
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PRELUDE
Awakening in Deep Time

The cavern was cold, even in the slow energy flux of the translator's alien
mechanisms. The quarx did not feel the near-absolute-zero cold, but was aware of
it, as it awakened to the silence of a still world. Its first impression was not of place
but of time, vast corridors of time through which it had floated in an almost
coffinlike existence.

What did millions of years mean when one was asleep, when one's life process
was held like a cup of electrons in the hands of an angel? What did the passage of
time mean—except that once more, all the mortal lives it had known were gone?

The awakening was difficult and confusing. There was so much to
remember...and so much more to learn. The quarx's translator had anticipated its
confusion and was ready with information and explanations—not too much at
once, but enough. They were in the planetary system of a yellow sun, though at
such a remove that the sun was a mere fleck of light in the sky. But there were
other planets, closer to the sun; and there was life there, venturing outward.

The quarx and its translator watched, and listened, with growing interest. There
was much to know, but always with the mission to be considered. The mission.
The quarx trusted that the translator knew what the mission was. The quarx, who
had known the translator for millions of years, still did not entirely understand the
mind of the thing...or the minds of its creators. It might have understood those
things once; but much of what the quarx had once known, it had forgotten. How
many worlds had it visited, how many suns, how many life-forms? It didn't know,
couldn't remember.

But it knew enough to trust. It was the translator that swept the skies with its
tendrils of awareness, the translator that computed the almost infinitely complex
algorithms of chaos...the translator that recalled in its deepest memories just what it
was they had been sent here to do.

*

Footsteps! Visitors! It had been only a short wait—no time at all, compared to
the eons that had passed before. The translator had seen to it that remnants of the
moon's past had convected upward to its icy surface, where traces might be
noticed. Once the visitors were nearby, the quarx and its translator kept their



Jeffrey A. Carver NEPTUNE CROSSING 8

hushed silence, but began searching...for the right individual, for one who would
be willing to sacrifice everything for the sake of the mission.

The mission. The quarx already felt a sense of urgency. The computations
were proceeding, but not yet complete. But it knew that lives were at stake—as
ever—more lives than it could count. And it knew that its own life—as ever—was
expendable.

And it knew that it could not act alone.

There were few enough candidates with the right combination of qualities—the
right potential. But they needed just one. And soon. They had grown accustomed
to the glacial slowness of geologic time, but things were about to change
drastically; things were about to happen with lightning speed...

*

One individual came into sharper focus. The more the quarx and its translator
watched this one, the more hopeful they became. Here was one who knew the
presence of others in his mind, who felt at home with the tidal movement of
dataflow and the slow seep of intermingled consciousnesses. This one had recently
lost that presence, and suffered for the loss.

He was drawing near now—unwittingly near. There might be no better
opportunity to try. He was in a period of disruptive suffering; but perhaps that
would help—make it easier to draw him in, like an animal into a snare.

*

Sometimes the quarx wished that it didn't always have to happen this way.



Jeffrey A. Carver NEPTUNE CROSSING 9

Chapter 1
Triton Survey

John Bandicut couldn't have said exactly what made him drive his buggy past
the invisible STOP HERE line, east of navpoint Wendy. It was almost as if the
stately blue crescent of Neptune, overhead, were beckoning him onward, a deity
calling him toward some mystical assignation among the rills and ravines of
Triton. It was almost as if he had no choice.

That was lunacy, of course. Bandicut took the rover across into the unsurveyed
sector because he was half out of his mind with silence-fugue. Though he was still
perfectly capable of operating the equipment, he was hallucinating intermittently;
and in some small corner of his mind he was aware that there was no way he
should be out on the Triton surface risking his life, or for that matter the company's
equipment. Now, Bandicut cared about company equipment the way he cared
about cockroaches; but where his own life was concerned, he generally—in more
lucid moments—had a pretty strong survival instinct.

But with each passing second, a little more of that lucidity was being swept
away by the silence-fugue, by the terrible emptiness that was devouring the inside
of his head. It was not that there wasn't plenty of information pouring through his
senses: a clear view of the Triton landscape through his visor, occasional comm
chatter in his helmet, the metallic stink of recycled air in his nostrils, the taste of
bile in his throat, the bouncing of the buggy under his seat. But inside, deep in his
thoughts, there lurked a dark, echoing, reverberating silence. This was the worst he
had ever had the fugue; it felt as if some outside power were sucking his mind dry
of even the memory of the flow and chatter and swarm of the neuro, stretching the
inner silence as taut as a wire. He felt as if there were a black hole in his skull, and
the only way to escape its awful hold was to flee physically across the Triton
landscape.

He twitched the joystick and steered the rover down a shallow ravine, racing
away from the sector that he was supposed to be detail-mapping. It was not a
visibly hazardous direction; he was not looking for danger but for escape. He
should have known, of course, that he was escaping nothing; but he wasn't
thinking, he was just responding—to a desperate siren call in his mind, in the awful
silence, a call to drive his buggy toward the planet Neptune, floating before him.

In time, he became aware of the exo-op calling him. The voice clanged in his
headset like a hammer striking a metal pole. "UNIT ECHO, UNIT ECHO—DO
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YOU COPY? UNIT ECHO, BASE CAMP—WHAT IS YOUR PRESENT
LOCATION? ECHO—BANDICUT, ARE YOU THERE? FOR CHRISSAKE,
ANSWER—"

He reached for the comm control, as if to respond. Then he watched his hand
turn the volume down to inaudibility. Now why had he done that? The thought and
the question were carried away on the waves of emptiness and silence. He was
riding on a tide, and there was no denying its mastery now. He nudged the joystick
over and steered around a hump of ice and kept on rolling.

Neptune hung huge and majestic in the sky, her crescent a great blue scythe,
her presence unsoftened by the tenuous nitrogen and methane atmosphere of
Triton. Forget the old guy with the trident; this planet was a lady, seductive in her
blue gown, beckoning him on. As he peered up at her through the scratches in his
visor, he couldn't help reflecting how much more real she seemed in person than in
the telepresence holos—more real, yet more remote. He had his light-augment
turned off, so she appeared dim, ghostly, almost watery in the dark sky. The sun,
not quite overhead, was little more than a bright star, viewed here from the edge of
the solar system.

The Triton surface was a grayish-orangish brown, a frozen composite of
nitrogen and methane ice and oxides barely illumined by the pale sunlight. This
moon of Neptune was a buckled and broken place, ravaged by time, by impact, by
gravity. It was impossible to gaze across Triton's face without wondering what
stories were hidden in its history, what beings had once walked its surface, eons in
the past. Beings had, of course; that was why humans were here with their mining
encampment now. But as for who or what they had been, that remained a matter
for speculation...and imagination.

John Bandicut's imagination was indeed racing now, as he nudged the joystick
for another burst of power. With a disconnected part of his mind he recognized the
approaching peak of the fugue; visions of aliens danced just beyond reach, their
voices garbled and faint as they tried to communicate with him, tried to cross over
that impregnable boundary of the missing neurolink. It was hopeless, of course; he
was in silence, cut off from the datanet forever.

The buggy crested a rise and jerked over a ridged surface before nosing
downward again into a low, narrow valley. He eased back on the power and
coasted bumpily down the slope of the frozen terrain, almost relieved by the
physical sensation. Off to his left, a soft dark plume rose into the thin air. It was a
cryogeyser, dirty ice vapors erupting from beneath the surface, to be gently carried
along by the thin Triton winds. Bandicut felt himself fixated on the eruption; it was
an explosion of alien data, swept away by the winds before it could be drawn into
the net. Madness: he knew it was all madness, but there was no stopping it. The
alien datastorm hissed like static in the center of his mind, defying interpretation.
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He felt a sickening lurch, followed by a floating sensation, then a thump back
down in the seat of his pants. He blinked rapidly and pulled the power off. Too
late. The lurch was a shifting of the ice beneath his buggy, and he knew he was
already caught: he could feel one or more wheels mushing into a sinkhole. The
underframe shuddered as it ground into the pebbly ice. He flicked the joystick into
reverse, and the two right wheels chewed uselessly into snowy dust while the left
two bit and slewed the buggy around. He was only digging the right side in even
deeper.

Damn damn damn... His mind whirled in the void. He rocked the power
forward and back, hoping that in the weak Triton gravity he would be able to
dislodge the buggy. The effort was futile; a gravity of one-thirteenth gee meant
poor traction, as well. More madness: how could there be a sinkhole in this frozen
wasteland?

Cursing into the emptiness, he killed the power and unbuckled his harness. The
alien hiss was gone. All he heard now was a choir of accusing voices, telling him
how badly he had screwed up. The silence-fugue was fading; his thoughts were
returning, shakily, to cold reality. He glanced at his suit's reserves, then
disconnected from the buggy's life support. He raised the bubble canopy and
stumbled out of the rover—to the left, to avoid the soft rut that had swallowed his
right wheels. Peering around cautiously in his bulky suit and helmet, he only half
wondered if alien shapes would loom over the horizon. He blinked hard, and with a
silent curse, set about taking stock. He shuffled forward to inspect the vehicle from
the front, to see how badly he had ground himself in.

His intention was to kneel carefully and peer beneath the buggy. He planted his
modest weight on his left foot, on a solid patch of ice, and lifted his right foot to
take a step past the bumper. With a sudden implosion, the ice collapsed beneath
him. His body, the ice, everything twisted, and before he could even gasp in alarm,
he felt himself falling through a glittering cloud of snow...falling into a hole that
had not been there a moment ago...tumbling in slow motion, head over heels,
falling.

He seemed to fall a long, long way into the thundering, silent darkness before
he lost consciousness.

He awoke with his head pounding, wheeling with dizziness. The headache was
almost welcome; whatever else had happened, the silence-fugue episode was over.
The dizziness was another matter. He took several slow breaths, and finally
realized that he was not just dizzy, but the world actually seemed to be spinning
around him, in a strange, carousellike movement. He blinked and shifted his gaze
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around. He was underground, lying on his back in some sort of cavern. His visor's
light-augmentation had kicked on automatically. An arched, translucent nitrogen-
ice ceiling glowed faintly overhead. Around him, glinting back icily, were solid
walls...solid, except for the great, ponderous, inexorable movement with which
they were wheeling around him.

He took a deep breath and moved his head—or tried. He felt a sharp stab of
pain in his neck, and his helmet did not budge. Terrified, he froze, moving only his
eyes for a moment. He wiggled his fingers and toes, and felt them move painlessly
inside his suit. Next he lifted his arms, then his legs. No problem there. But when
he attempted to push himself up to a sitting position, he found that he was glued in
place, stuck to the ice. The pain hit him in the neck, as before, but this time it
seemed an ache rather than a stabbing pain. A bruise, probably, from the suit
collar. Good. Bruises he could handle; it was broken bones and spinal damage that
scared him. He scissored his legs, trying to roll over. He might as well have tried
rolling out from under an anvil.

He gazed up at the ceiling, trying to evaluate his predicament. He had never
been in a cavern quite like this before. The ceiling was a flawed bluish ice with a
tinge of reddish-orange methane coloration. It was at least fifteen or twenty meters
above him. The walls, also ice, were steep and slick. They were still wheeling
around him, and it made him dizzy to try to focus on them for longer than a
moment or two. Nevertheless, he glimpsed, as it revolved past, an almost vertical
trough in the wall, which was probably where he'd slid down. Directly over that
trough was a dark shadow on the ceiling, perhaps the buggy atop the ice. He could
not see the opening he'd fallen through. He hoped it was visible from the surface,
because if it wasn't, search parties from the base would never find him. Not unless
he could think of a way to climb out of here unaided.

The thought made him shiver. He didn't much care for the idea of lying here in
a near-absolute-zero environment, waiting for his lifepack to expire. He pictured
himself as a part of the moon's lifeless deposits, one day to be revealed by the
vaporizing heat of the company's mining lasers. He shuddered, not just with fear
but with fury at himself for the insanity that had led him to this. The damn silence-
fugue. Prior to this, he'd had some episodes of loss of concentration and fleeting,
moderate hallucination, when the neural silence became too great—but never
anything he couldn't control by effort of will. It had never hit him like this before,
never actually put his life in jeopardy.

He shut his eyes, trying to think. He wondered how long he could safely lie flat
on this supercold surface. The suit was not intended for prolonged contact in that
position. How long had he been unconscious? How much longer would the power
unit hold out?

With the neuro, he would already have had the answers pouring directly into
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his thoughts. But in the silence, he could not ask the questions merely by thinking
them. Blinking his eyes open, he squinted at the tiny red numbers glowing in the
corner of his faceplate. Either his eyes were watering or the numbers themselves
were swimming; he couldn't read a thing. He tried to speak his questions, but all
that came out of his throat was a thin, desperate rasp.

He struggled not to panic. He drew several deep breaths.

He knew this much: he could have been unconscious for as little as a few
seconds, or as long as a few hours. But given the absence of warning flashers in his
visor, he figured that at worst he had another forty-five minutes, and at best several
hours more—assuming that he hadn't broken anything mechanical in his fall. That
was a risky assumption, of course, considering that he had plowed his way to a
landing, ending up flat on his back.

Flat on his back...

Covering up his exhaust ports.

Christ—all this time he'd been lying here, his heat exhaust had been slowly
melting into the ice, embedding him!

No time to panic! he thought. No time to panic. He tried to think calmly. There
were no datanet voices to help him; he would have to find his own answers.

Think, damn you.

The silence in his head echoed like a tomb. But in his ears, he heard the sound
of his suit ventilator. He wasn't entirely alone. He cleared his throat carefully and
tried his voice again. "Hello!" he grunted. "Suit control."”

Beep.

"Thank God," he whispered. "Suit control—what are my power reserves?"

Beep. "Forty-two percent,” chirped the suit.

He cleared his throat again. Could have been better, could have been worse. He
had a couple of hours left. A couple of hours to get free, call for help, be rescued.
"Suit control—transmit.” He heard the click of the comm switch and drew a tight
breath. "Base Camp, Echo Unit. Base Camp, Echo Unit. Do you read?" He listened
to the hiss of static; he swallowed with difficulty. "Base camp? Bandicut. Can you
hear me? Anyone?"

He exhaled, and tried hard not to be upset. It would have been miraculous for
any signal to have gotten out of this deep cavern, especially with his antenna
buried in the ice under his back. Nevertheless, it frightened him not to get a
response. He felt himself starting to hyperventilate, and he fought to control his
breathing—slow and shallow. He took a sip of water from his feeder tube, then
spoke again. "Mayday, Mayday, Mayday! This is Unit Echo. Bandicut. I've fallen
through ice and am trapped underground. My location—" he struggled to
remember "—two klicks east of position Wendy. Does anyone hear me?"

The only answer was a hiss of static.
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He scissored his legs again, trying to roll; then he scissored the other way. He
rocked just enough to give him some hope. Probably there was some melted ice
directly beneath his heat exhaust. But even a few centimeters out from it, the
nitrogen was almost certainly refrozen, binding him in place. If only there were
some way of melting it again...but he was as helpless as a turtle on its back,
kicking and thrashing. He had hands and tools, all of which were useless to him.
His mind spun, ratcheting in the silent emptiness. What would the voices of the
datanet have said to him?

What could this lone, struggling mind come up with?

Suddenly he blinked furiously. Perhaps there was a way.

"Suit control," he murmured. "Raise internal temperature to maximum." He
waited, holding his breath. An instant later, he felt heat pouring in around his torso,
then his extremities. He waited for the heat to taper off. It seemed to take forever;
sweat ran into his eyes, and he felt like a fool cooking in a sauna. He began moving
his arms and legs in fast chops, adding body heat. Finally he heard a beep, and the
influx of heat stopped.

"Suit control," he grunted, "reduce internal temperature to minimum. Fast." He
felt a change in the suit's mechanical hum, and drew a sharp, painful breath as a
blast of icy air flashed down his front. Within seconds, he was shuddering, his
teeth chattering. He counted to three—then began scissoring his legs violently
from side to side. Something creaked, and he felt a breath of hope. He wasn't free
yet, but his suit was pumping all that excess heat out through the port beneath his
back, and he could feel the ice melting.

He hoped he wasn't just melting himself in deeper.

He kept rolling, heedless of his bruises. Something kept catching, keeping him
from going all the way over. The icy blast was tapering off; he had only seconds
before it would all refreeze. He swung his left leg over hard, and dug his right
elbow down sharply and levered himself up with the last of his strength.
Something broke free, and he lurched, and suddenly was partway up, supported on
his right elbow. Before he could fall backward again, he pitched himself forward to
his hands and knees. He was free.

"S-suit c-control," he gasped. "Temperature...n-normal! Fast!" Heat poured
back into the suit, sending new shudders down his spine.

For a moment he didn't even try to move. Then, as he caught his breath he
struggled to his feet, supporting himself on an outcropping of ice. The low gravity
helped, but he was fighting dizziness as much as weight. When he felt steadier, he
told his suit to turn on his helmet lamp, and he played it over the cavern walls.

He nearly threw up at the sight of the walls spinning through the spotlight. He
lowered the beam hastily and found that the movement stopped, closer to him. The
spinning occurred only beyond a certain radius, about four meters from where he
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stood. Though he was sure that it must be only a visual illusion, he knew he had to
keep from looking at it. He stared at the ground instead. In his headlight beam, the
ice under his feet appeared solid and stable. Thank God. He turned around slowly

to see what was behind him. He raised his gaze cautiously.

His headlight flashed crazily among some darkened ice formations—and his
breath went out with a shuddering gasp, as he saw it. It. A machine of some sort.

A machine made by no one human.

Bandicut blinked hard and felt an almost overpowering urge to rub his eyes
behind his visor. The artifact, a few meters from his outstretched hand, seemed to
be squirming in his headlight beam. It seemed to consist of a great many spheres,
some jet black and some iridescent, intersecting like clusters of soap bubbles. They
were moving and sinking through one another, disappearing and reemerging in
different positions, at various rates of speed. Beneath their mirror sheens, the
spheres appeared to be spinning. The assemblage was about as tall as he was,
standing on the ice floor, balanced on a single spinning bubble. It was strangely
hard to focus his eyes upon.

It looked almost...alive.

In the silence of his mind, one word reverberated in his thoughts. Alien. And he
knew, despite the violence of the silence-fugue that had brought him to this place,
that the fugue had passed, and that this object, and its alienness, were no
hallucination of the fugue-state.

It hurt his eyes to stare at it. He glanced away, and that was when he realized
that it was at the center of the visual disturbance that made the cavern seem to spin.
He clutched again at the ice outcropping, fiercely trying to suppress a new wave of
dizziness.

It was at that moment that he felt something new pass through the silence—a
whisper of something in his mind. He felt it for just a moment, then it was gone. A
tingle ran up his spine, and for an instant it reawakened the blinding headache that
he'd felt at the end of his fugue episode. But the tingle ended in a quick shiver, and
the headache was gone as suddenly as it had appeared.

But the inner awareness was not.

He didn't know whether this object was alive or not, but one thing he did
know—nhe felt it in his bones, like a creeping chill that had nothing to do with
temperature.

He was not alone in this cavern.
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Chapter 2
The Quarx

He couldn't tell if the feeling came directly from the object or not. Something
made him feel that he was being watched from behind. He turned partway around,
but saw nothing except the spinning ice walls and their rocky protrusions. He
shuffled awkwardly back around to stare at the alien object, and shivered.

This time the feeling came purely from within. He felt as if something had
blown open in his mind, like a shutter in a strong wind. The wind was sighing
through his head now, rustling his inner order like so many fluttering leaves. It
reminded him of the feeling of silence-fugue, but this was different. This was
something from the outside touching him—and yet touching him within, intimately
and profoundly. He had a feeling of a great door swinging silently open
somewhere in his mind, and slamming shut again behind him as he passed over
some invisible threshold.

He let out a startled breath. The curious inner feeling faded away, and was
replaced by cold, outward reality. He was trapped in an underground cavern, with
no idea how to get out. And he was standing in front of...the discovery of the
century. An alien machine! It was what the Neptune/Triton explorers had looked
for in vain, for years—an intact, and possibly functioning, artifact of the long-
vanished alien race, the slag of whose technology laced the crust of this moon.
This could be a discovery beyond price or measure, a discovery that could make
him famous, possibly even rich. A discovery that could redeem him for his idiocy
in falling into this cavern in the first place.

If, that is, he lived to tell anyone about it.

He was breathing fast again, thinking about it, wondering what knowledge was
contained in that machine, what history, what capabilities. What power. And even,
perhaps...what consciousness. Though he no longer felt the tangible sensation, an
awareness that he was not alone continued to bubble inside him. He exhaled,
flexing his hands in his gloves, trying to relax, trying to maintain an edge of
alertness.

He was keenly aware that this machine, whatever its purpose or nature, could
well be dangerous—despite the fact that it undoubtedly had been here for
millennia. He had to assume that it was dangerous. He was in enough peril already,
trapped here underground, without compounding his danger by triggering some
ancient defense mechanism. Unless, of course, he already had triggered it.

He tried to think.

First: don't move any closer until you know what you're doing. Your antenna's
free of the ice. Call for help again. Don't try to handle this alone.

Of course, he was still deep underground, and for that matter he might well
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have broken his antenna in his fall. But there was only one way to find out. "Suit,"
he said. "Comm—"

Before he could finish saying "on," he felt a sharp poke in the center of his
forehead. It was followed immediately by a startling sensation, almost like being
connected to a datanet... in a flickering, tenuous way, as if a single, remote voice
had caught him in midaction, and out of the vast darkness had whispered, Don't.

What the hell? he thought. Was he hallucinating again?

Or...

Had this thing just spoken to him?

He shivered with a sudden chill, and stared at the object with a mixture of fear
and fascination. Had it just told him not to call for help?

"Is that it?" He spoke aloud, his voice reverberating in his helmet. "Are you
telling me not to call?"' There was no answer.

If he didn't call, he could be stuck here forever. Survive first, ask questions
later.

"Suit," he muttered again, a little more determinedly. "Comm on, trans—"

NO.

The jab was sharper this time. He tried to keep speaking anyway, to overcome
the resistance—and found that he couldn't. He could exhale and inhale, but was
mute, as if stricken by a physical impediment. His breath hissed loudly in his
helmet as he struggled to regain his voice.

"What do you want?" he thought—and heard his voice again, croaking the
words aloud. Startled, he continued, "Are you keeping me here for some reason?"
There was no audible answer. But he had a strong sense that there was an
answer, just as he had a sense that he was not alone here. "Can you talk?" he asked.

Silence.

He sighed and turned, playing his headlight around the cavern. The light
danced back from the blue, translucent ice, glimmering as though it were alive. As
the beam strayed outward, it picked up the spinning effect again. Clearly this
machine was doing something, and whatever the hell it was, he would probably be
smart to get out of its physical sphere of influence, and then worry about
communicating with it afterward. Or better yet, let someone else worry about it.

He felt a vaguely disquieting sense of disapproval, but no physical resistance,
as he took a few unsteady steps away from the device. He approached the
boundary where the spinning seemed to begin, and found he had trouble focusing
his eyes. He hesitated, then stepped forward. A wave of nausea flushed through
him. He staggered, fell—and as he fell, a strange twisting force seized him, spun
him, and set him gently down on his hands and knees.

Struggling for breath, he looked up and realized that he was facing the alien
device again. Gasping, he got back to his feet. Had that really happened? Or had he
just been amazingly clumsy?

"Mind if | try again?" he muttered. This time, as he approached the boundary,
he closed his eyes to slits—hoping to avoid dizziness. He felt himself falling, and
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twisting, and landed on his hands and knees again, lightheaded and indignant,
facing the machine. He rose, panting, squinting at the object. It showed no
reaction. He swept the area again with his light. There had to be some way to get
away from it. Everywhere he swung the beam, cavern walls gleamed back at him,
moving by in carousel fashion. He turned back to the alien device and hissed,
"What do you want with me? Am | your prisoner?"

Not prisoner, he thought. Guest.

Where had that thought come from? Stunned, he walked toward the artifact.
"Can you talk?" The thing squirmed, black and iridescent in his helmet light. “Can
you talk...in my thoughts?" he asked. There was no response. But he felt certain
that it was aware of him. Perhaps it would react if he touched it.

Perhaps it would kill him if he touched it.

Perhaps he could find something to throw at it. That ought to get its attention.

Glancing around, he found a loose chunk of ice, and with a gentle underhand
toss, lobbed it toward the machine. It sparkled as it passed through his headlight
beam, then dropped toward one of the black globes—and would have hit it, except
that it vanished in midair. No flash, no sound. It was just there, then gone.

He decided that it was a good thing that he hadn't touched the machine. On the
other hand, he had to get through to it somehow. He picked up another small piece
of ice and lobbed it like the first one, this time toward one of the iridescent
sections. He missed the machine altogether. One last try: a chunk of ice twirled and
tumbled in an arc toward one of the iridescent bubbles...and turned to glittering
dust before being sucked into the sphere like an indrawn breath.

He waited for something more to happen. Nothing did.

"All right," he muttered. "I guess you don't want to talk."

The wind rose again in his thoughts and whispered: We're learning. We want
to talk.

He swallowed nervously, fear clamping around his throat. Was that his
imagination? He didn't think so. Please, he thought, let me get out of this alive. |
will never never let the fugue carry me away like that again! Just let me get out
alive.

We want you to stay alive, he heard the wind say.

He choked, and instinctively reached out with his mind to catch the wind, to
make the connection hold, to make it real, like the datanet—and at that moment
something erupted from within, not in audible words, but in thoughts that seemed
to turn into words:

/Il Help me—I'm trying— ///
"Jesus!" he cried, grabbing the sides of his helmet. "Who is it? Who is this?"
I am— /1]
whispered the voice from within.

"What?" he croaked. "You are what? The machine? The alien? Is that you
talking to me?"

There was a short silence, and a sense of puzzlement. Then:
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/Il Alien...? /Il
"Yes!" he hissed. "Alien. Jesus Christ—what's happening to me?"
/Il 1t's...already...happened. ///
Already happened? he thought dumbly. He barked, not quite cursing, "You're
that thing. What are you? What are you here for?"
/Il am...quarx. ///
"Uh—?"
The words were starting to form more clearly in his thoughts:
/Il l am trying...
to talk with you. ///
"Well, I—I can't stay here much longer. Can you understand that? | need to get
back to the surface. I'll come back later. To talk. I only have enough power—"
'l know, /1]
whispered the voice.
/Il'l can...help. ///

"What? How?" Bandicut was panting. He was hyperventilating again; he had
to slow down. God, it was terrifying, and yet...exhilarating! A living alien, talking
to him, as if through a neuro! He wondered if he could talk back to it the way he
could the datanet. /Can you...hear me when | do this?/ he thought, forming the
words in his mind with careful deliberation.

/1l Yes.
I've been hearing you...all along.
It's talking that's...difficult. ///

He blinked. /How do you talk to me...from way over there? Do you use some
kind of...transmitter...that reaches directly into my brain?/

The answering thought seemed startled.

/Il "Over there?"
I'm not, I'm right here. ///

He swallowed. /Where?/

/Il In your mind. ///

Well, yes, he thought. But...

And then he understood what it was saying to him. /Do you mean...are you
saying...in my.../

Il Yes. ]

He froze, trying not to jump to conclusions. /You don't mean in my
actual...brain, do you? You don't mean you're actually in my head, do you? Not
just connecting, but—?/

/I Living there?
Yes.
Not physically, as you think of it, but...
close enough... ///

Bandicut was suddenly dizzy, too dizzy to hear the voice complete its thought.

Not physically, he thought. And suddenly he knew. It had taken him a while to
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catch on, but now he understood...oh yes, it was like the neurolink, and yes, he was
connected, it was like having a memory-resident program alive in his skull, only it
was an alien mem-res. Not physically there, maybe, but...an alien voice in his
head. It was different from the neuro, and yet strangely familiar at the same time.
Il Am |—
causing you difficulty? ///

Sarcasm? he thought. But no, it wouldn't understand human sarcasm, would it?
It was alien. He let his breath hiss out, not knowing how to answer. "What
exactly...did you say you were?" he asked suddenly, speaking aloud.

The answer felt muted, almost tentative.

/Il Quarx. ///

"Quarx." He swallowed. /Quarx./ He felt like pacing. He paced mentally,
framing his words. /We...we always wondered... who you were. We just knew you
were...here before us. Here on Triton. A long time ago. Quarx, you say./

I Yes. Il

/l...there's a lot I...should ask you. That | want to ask you./ He felt clumsy and
stupid. What should he be asking?

/Il There will be time enough
for all of that. ///

He shook his head. /No, I—I mean I—Ilook, tell me please—/ He drew a breath
and asked, almost plaintively, /How the hell did you get into my mind like this?/

The voice seemed to stumble.

11/ Well, 1...
it would be difficult to explain physically.
It was the translator that did it. ///

The translator. He sensed that the voice was referring to the machine in front of
him. /This thing?/ He felt an affirmative response. /Is this thing a part of you? Are
you a part of it?/ he asked, groping for understanding.

/Il No.
The translator is...a machine.
| was...occupying its space-time, before.
Now I am...living...with you. ///

With you.

Living.

Bandicut shivered. /l—/ He'd thought he had understood before; he'd thought
he could...an alien mem-res...an enhancement program, like the neurolink; he'd
thought he could accept that all right. It was terrifying, yes, but exciting. An alien
program. Information. Datapoints. Not...

Living.

In my mind.

/ll'l am alive, yes. ///

He felt himself beginning to hyperventilate again. He couldn't make himself

stop. His faceplate began to fog up. He heard the voice whisper,
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/Il I've been waiting such a LONG time. ///
and somehow that stopped his hyperventilation short. He felt a strange rustling
sensation, as if someone were riffling through the pages of his mind, trying to find
a connection that was missing. He recalled that he needed to be getting out of this
cavern, but the outside world seemed a million miles away now.
/Il 'm sorry if this is...
startling to you. ///

He erupted with a cackle of near-hysterical laughter. /Startling? No...no...not at
all./ He gulped. /You aren't...living with me to stay, are you?/ He clenched his fists,
closing his eyes, swallowing, trying not to scream, WHAT DO YOU WANT
WITH ME?

I 1—
for a while, yes. ///
Bandicut reeled silently.
/ What do | want?
|—to get to know you better—
to begin with. ///

/Get to know me,/ he whispered. /Get to know me? Would you mind...telling
me what the hell you are—?/

Il Quarx. /1l

/Quarx,/ he repeated. WHAT DOES THAT MEAN?/

The alien device suddenly flickered, and something appeared in the air off to
one side. It looked almost like a hologram—»but that wasn't quite right. It was more
like a pocket of darkness, and within the darkness, something bright and
coruscating and very hard to look at. It was ghostly and frightening, like a glimpse
into the heart of a nuclear reaction. He stared at it dumbly for a second, then
blinked and yelled, "Suit!"

Beep.

"Analyze the image in front of me."

Boop. "Specify image."

"The one right in front of me, damn it! Record it—full spectrum!" At that
moment, the image vanished. Whatever it was, he had scared it away.

Beep. "Recording. Analysis indicates nitrogen and methane ice at a distance of
four and one-half meters."

"Not the wall! Didn't you get that other thing, that—"

The quarx interrupted him.

/Il That's the best I can— ///

He shifted his attention angrily to the interior of his mind. /What?/ If it had
really been the datanet, he would have issued a freeze command, so that he could
get a grip on what was happening.

/Il You asked...what | was.
| tried...
| exist in a partial,
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you might say...
a fractal displacement
from your physical continuum.
But | require an anchor point
a merger
In this space-time
for coherent survival— ///
/What the hell are you talking about?/ Bandicut whispered,
incomprehensible images flickering in his mind.
The voice became more subdued.
/] Sorry.
It is difficult—
the words.
| was trying to show you—
not clear. ///

He struggled to follow, but the images were lost now. Too much was
happening, too much all at once. Maybe if you don't think of it as an alien, he
thought desperately; think of it as a mem-res, and you'll be able to handle it.

The quarx reacted to his thought.

[/l Don't think that I'm just... ///
and it hesitated for a moment, apparently sensing his unease.
/11 Still....
if it helps... ///

Bandicut hesitated. What the hell was he supposed to do now, or think? He
might have made humanity's first contact with a living alien, but that didn't mean
he wanted a goddamn alien living in his mind. At least not for very long. On the
other hand, it was an inner voice again, even if it was different from the neuro.
Perhaps while it was here it would help keep the silence-fugue at bay.

T try.
| am aware of your...difficulty. ///

His thoughts were spinning onward; he didn't respond to that. There was, of

course, the discovery of the alien machine, which he had to report...
/[l NOI/jf
He felt a barrier slam down in his mind, as he envisioned reporting his find. He
growled indignantly, "Why shouldn't I report it?"
I/l Because—
of what we have to do. ///
Bandicut's thoughts narrowed. "We—?"
/] For your world, yes.
It's...critically important.
| need time to explain to you.
Please. ///
Bandicut grunted. Critically important? He wondered what that was supposed
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to mean. At the moment, he seemed to have no choice, anyway. He hesitated. /Do
you have a name?/ he muttered. /Besides "quarx"?/

The alien seemed to want to say something.

IWell?/

A low, rising squeal began in the front of his head. The sound shot backward,
reverberating in his skull. Abruptly, it rose to a horrifying shriek, like the sound of
a transmission belt shredding. His teeth vibrated. He could not breathe, or think, or
cry out for it to stop. He could only endure. And suddenly it ceased, leaving him
shuddering in silence. /What... the hell...was that?/ he gasped, barely able to form
the words.

The voice sounded puzzled.

/Il My name.
Do you wish to hear it again? ///

/Christ, no!/ He shuddered one more time. Before he could recover, he felt a
renewed riffling sensation in his mind.

/Il You could call me..."Charrleeee." ///

"Charlie!" he grunted aloud. Jesus. He snapped inwardly: /Are you making fun
of me now?/

/Il Fun?
It's the closest...approximation | could find.
That you could pronounce. ///
"Great,"” he whispered. "Charlie. Right?"
/Il Charrleeee. //]

He sighed. It could be worse. Better than that horrible shriek. He turned
around, clumping in his awkward boots. Hadn't this...Charlie...told him that it
could help him get out of here? They had better get moving, if he was to get out
alive.

/Il You mean,
if WE are to get out alive. ///

He froze. Yes, he supposed that was what he meant. He blinked suddenly,
realizing that something had just changed in his headlight beam. The walls were no
longer revolving around him. There was a strange sensation of stillness about the
cavern, and he stepped toward the wall for a better look. Maybe now he could try
to climb out. Or jump. He might be able to jump high enough in this gravity to
reach a handhold near the ceiling.

[/l You don't want to do that.
Too risky. ///

/I have to get out of here, damn it!/

Il Yes, but wait. ///
[For what?/

Il A better way. ///
/What's that supposed to mean?/
There was no immediate answer. But something made him turn back to the
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alien device, and his heart thumped. The thing was glowing, and the movement of
the spherical sections had become quicker and more frantic, or erratic. He felt a
chill of uncertainty. /Is that thing going to blow? Christ, | do have to get out of
here!/
Il Wait. ///
/But I—/

Before he could complete his thought, he felt a sudden rush of warmth and
light, and a spinning wooziness. Then his vision went cottony and white, and he
floated up into a dreamy unconsciousness.
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Chapter 3
Beginnings

Remembering the flight out...

In the crystal clarity of the neuro, the planet Neptune floated in deep space
with the kind of majesty that only heavenly bodies seemed to possess. She was
ghostly and beautiful, a pale blue orb streaked with white storm systems and ringed
with faint circles of dust that glinted into visibility only when his thoughts stroked
the augmentation driver and brightened the scene to an astral glow. He recalled
how the planet looked through the unamped porthole of the ship, cerulean and dim,
almost sepulchral, floating like a phantom against the stars; and he felt a powerful
rush of gratitude for the vision of the neuro, for the union with the ship's Al that let
him experience the approaching planet as a vision of beauty, of wonder.

Bandicut was practically the only person on the shuttle who'd actually enjoyed
the long haul out from Ceres Base. While everyone else counted the weeks and
months, slowly going stir-crazy as they crossed the endless billions of kilometers,
Bandicut had spent hours viewing the approaching planet through neuro-enhanced
imagery, and exploring various threads of related information from the datanet.

At this point, near the end of the flight, they were starting to get fairly clear
realtime images of their actual destination—the moon Triton, in its crazy,
backwards, interloper's orbit around Neptune, well outside the ring system. By
fiddling with the image mag, he could enlarge Triton from the small disk that the
naked eye saw to a full-sized, three-dimensional body. It was about the same size
as Earth's Moon, but there the resemblance ended. Triton was covered with a
brownish pink coloration from the darkened methane that coated much of its
surface ice. Its countenance bore the scars and craters of a face with a complexion
problem. Bandicut could not yet resolve the MINEXFO encampment in the
realtime imaging, but he'd glimpsed a few puffs of haze above the areas where he
knew the great mining lasers were vaporizing swaths of the surface, exposing veins
of metals that lay beneath...veins of alien metals, exotic alloys that had melted and
refrozen eons ago.

It was an exciting prize, those alien alloys that offered the promise of
revolutionizing everything from nano-optronics to armored weaponry. And that of
course was why human miners were here, at vast expense, with the
multinational/multiworld consortium of the Mining Expeditionary Force. Triton
had once been a wandering orphan, possibly originating in the solar system, but
more likely straying in from the interstellar void. Uncounted millions of years ago,
it had passed close to the gas giant Neptune and been captured for eternity. Triton
was a moon with an obscure history, but one thing was known for certain: it had
hosted a nonhuman civilization at some point in its past. And even if no live aliens
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(or even dead aliens) had been found, it nevertheless bore a treasure lode of
metallic compounds that to date had confounded the ability of human science to
reproduce.

As a place to live and work, however, Triton was ranked near the bottom of the
list for creature comforts, somewhere between Mercury and Arctic offshore oil
platforms on Earth. Triton's surface was one of the coldest naturally occurring
spots in the solar system, the mercury hovering at around two hundred forty below
zero on the Celsius scale, at midday. The sun was four and a half billion kilometers
away, and at its height during Triton's six-Earth-day diurnal period, cast a pallid
glow about as bright as a moonlit night on Earth. From the Neptune neighborhood,
Earth was over four hours away, even at the lightspeed of laser and maser
transmission beams.

Triton in short was a cold, dangerous, and lonely place to be. Bandicut already
knew, even before he got there, that he was likely to be asking himself, repeatedly,
over the next two years, what the hell he was doing in such a godforsaken corner of
the solar system. At the moment, the answer was self evident, and he hoped he
would remember it when the going got difficult. It was a job—and a good chance
to use his piloting skills at a time when good spacing jobs were few and far
between. Plus it was deep space, which held a special fascination for him, God
knew why. And it was a chance, maybe one in a thousand but a chance
nevertheless, to be the one to find a real artifact of alien technology, not just
metallic slag, and maybe even make himself rich with the bonuses.

One other thing he knew: he was going to save up a goodly pile of earnings
between now and the year 2166. There weren't too many places to spend it on
Triton. So confident was he of his accumulating earnings that he had arranged to
channel a full third of it into a trust fund for his only living relative, his niece
Dakota Bandicut—nine years old, an orphan, and his favorite person on Earth. The
remainder of his earnings, if he lived to collect it, would give him more than
enough money for any easily foreseeable needs of his own.

It would be lonely on Triton. But unlike some of his grumbling shipmates, he
didn't think he was going to mind the loneliness too much. He was pretty much of a
loner anyway, and whenever he got fed up with the work, he could always just
immerse himself in the neurolink, which was where he found most of his pleasure

anyway....

*

Unfortunately, following his actual arrival on Triton, it hadn't quite worked out
that way....

*
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...in the neuro, it was as though he had wings and could change pitch and yaw
and roll just by thinking it, maneuvering like a bird with wondrous freedom. It was
a skill he'd finely honed; it was the way he'd piloted back in-system, in the Mars
and Luna jobs. It was flying the way he loved to fly. But there were certain
differences in the equipment and the situation out here, and that was why he was
working through the full simulations, to get problems straightened out while he
was still on the Triton surface. Except the problems seemed to be getting worse,
not better...

It was a low, fast surface pass in a light survey ship, the ochre body of Triton
filling his view to one side, the full piloting readout directly before him, the
scanning-instrument readings to the other side, Neptune a blue reference point
behind him at five o'clock. His altitude was reeling down, and he needed to make
these course adjustments to a fine degree of accuracy...and every maneuver he
made seemed to just miss, always a fraction of a second late, and now he had to
fire his course outward again to keep from plowing a groove into the moon with
his ship, and it was driving him crazy.

/Krackey, is this image-cruncher lagging half a hiccup behind my movements?/
/What's that, Bandie?/ The voice of his coworker and simulation instructor
seemed to vibrate in his head, like a bad acoustic speaker. That wasn't right, either;

it felt as if there was a bad connection in the neurolink.

/1 said, the image processor seems to be lagging. Is that lag going to to be real
in the survey runs, or is the damn sim computer screwing up?/

Krackey's voice rasped back, /Lagging, you say? Naw, it shouldn't be. Hang on
a sec', I'll check. They had a system malfie yesterday, and maybe they didn't get it
all flushed out./

/Great./ Bandicut hesitated, half tempted to just dive into the moon. It was only
a sim, after all. Still...

/Hang on a sec' longer, Bandie—/

He hung on, orbiting at a safe distance, thinking maybe he ought to just unplug
from the thing until this was straightened out. The whole point of running the sim
In neuro was to make it totally realistic, just like flying around the rock in realtime.
The last thing he wanted to do was rehearse under misleading conditions and
practice wrong habits. If they'd put these sims on the shuttle out, he wouldn't have
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had to be wasting everyone's time with it now that he was on Triton.

There was a crackle of static in his head. He almost grabbed for the abort-
cutoff, but then he heard Krackey's voice through the static, saying, /Bandie, the
sim-ops guy is on it, he says for you to just hold tight for another minute or two.
You want some muzak or something?/

/Shit no, | don't want no muzak, | hate that—/

And then the pain hit him, like a flash of fire across the top of his skull, like a
blazing poker—

/Bandie...you okaaaaay...?/

—and he wanted to scream, but he couldn't even breathe—

/Bandicooooot, what's wroooonng—?/

—and then the voice fled, and Triton and all of the readouts with it, and the
only escape from the pain was by diving into the silence and blackness of
unconsciousness
>
>
>
>
>>
>
>>>>>>>>>>>—<|0ss of signal>—>>>>>>>>>>>>>
>
>
>
>>>>>>>>>>>—<glpha-disconnect>—>>>>>>>>>>>>>>>
>
>
—<mode shift>—

—<mode shift>—
—<mode shift>—
—<mode shift>—
—<mode shift>—. ..

For the second time that day, Bandicut awoke from a faint. It took him a few
moments to focus his eyes on the icy ground and realize where he was—on Triton,
on the surface. Not in a neurosim.

Of course it was not a neurosim. There were no more neurosims. There was no
more neuro. He had been having a terrible nightmare, a dream-memory of
something he desperately wanted to forget—the accident, the system malfunction
that had fried his neuronal connectors beyond repair, had put him in the hands of
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incompetent company doctors, ended his piloting career, and left him with
recurring silence-fugue. It made him tremble to remember it.
/Il Forgive me.
It was...helpful...to me to see that. ///

/Aaa—!/ He gasped in shock at the voice inside his head. His heart pounded as

he remembered who, or what, was speaking to him. An alien. A quarx.
/I Are you injured? ///

He sat up, clutching his helmet. He wanted desperately to rub at his forehead.
He wanted to rub at that presence in his mind, peering out through his eyes, taking
in the landscape with infuriating eagerness. /You! You're still with me!/ he
thought, almost numbly.

Il Yes, of course. ///

He shuddered. Yes, of course. The events of the last hour were slowly coming
back to him. /What the hell just happened?/ He'd been trapped
underground...before all those dreams.

/Il We left the cavern. ///

/Yeah. | can see that./ Bandicut peered out toward the horizon and tilted his
head back to look at the black Triton sky and the great blue crescent of Neptune.
He felt the dreams begin to resurface momentarily, and he shook, waiting for the
feeling to pass. He felt bruised and beaten and exhausted. Turning his head, he saw
the grounded buggy. He remembered his fall, and thought that it seemed a hundred
years ago...if indeed it had really happened.

/I 1t happened. /1]

He grunted. At least he was breathing, and apparently unhurt from his fall...

If he didn't count the presence of an alien in his mind.

He felt faint as he wondered, ridiculously, how he was going to report this
back at base. Somehow that made him tremble again; there was something wrong
in that thought.

He grunted again and got up to walk toward the buggy. Just over the horizon,
he glimpsed a small recon robot scooting in his direction. It appeared that he had
been located. /We aren't going to have privacy for very much longer. Will you tell
me how we got out of there?/ He watched the robot bob over a hillock and thought
he recognized it.

/I How did it seem to you
that we got out? ///

/What the hell—if I knew, would | have asked? I'm sure | didn't sprout wings
and fly!/ He touched the buggy's front fender. The solidity of it was oddly
reassuring.

/Il 1 didn't intend...sarcasm.
| wondered about your perceptions.
Anyway, it was the translation device
that put us out here. ///
/Translation device?/ His memory flickered like a bad holo. Of course. He had
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found not just this alien being that was occupying his thoughts; he had found an
Intact artifact—an alien machine. How could he have forgotten? And the machine
itself lay underground, in a cavern just beneath his feet. And as quickly as he
thought that, he felt a sharp pang in his thoughts—and remembered when the quarx
had stopped him from calling for help. /You're not going to let me report this, are
you?/

There was a nervous stirring in his thoughts.

/I I'm sorry. | wish | could.
But it's just not...possible, yet. //

/Not possible. Right./ He thought he sensed the quarx about to speak again, but
there was only silence. He thought about prompting the alien to talk, to explain the
secrecy—then decided to drop the subject for the moment. He'd look for his
opening to tell someone, when the time was right.

He surveyed the area in front of the buggy, trying to find the spot where he had
broken through the ice. There was no indication of any flaw in the surface.

/Il 'You won't find the break. ///

/No,/ he admitted. /So how'd your translator lift me out of there?/ He was
starting to feel like a pawn, and he didn't like it. It was one thing to be an agent of
first contact; it was quite another to be a puppet on a string.

The alien seemed puzzled.

/Il 1 won't force you to do anything,
if that's your concern. ///
/1t's one of my concerns,/ he answered curtly.
/'l hope to...reassure you.
And to answer your question:
we weren't lifted.
We were translated...spatially.
Do you understand the concept at all? ///

He blinked, eyes unfocused.

/Il Your Einsteinian relativity— ///

Bandicut interrupted, /You're going to try to explain that by relativity?/

/Il No, that's what I...
it's not covered by your relativity,
Is what | meant.
In your terms, I'm not sure how to... ///

As the quarx's words trailed off, Bandicut shook his head and scowled at the
patch of ice where the hole had briefly existed. He was thinking about the
coincidence of that weakness in the ice being there just long enough for him to fall
through—then disappearing again. Grunting softly, he turned to see how difficult it
would be to free his buggy from the sinkhole that had started this whole episode.
He knelt to inspect the undercarriage, and found that the bubble-topped rover was
no longer sunk in any sort of slush, but was in fact sitting on top of a nice, hard
surface of ice.
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He could almost have sworn that he heard the alien clearing its throat.
/Il Um, yes—it did that, too. ///

Whatever he might have answered was driven from his thoughts by the
bounding arrival, over a hummock, of the robot he had seen a few minutes earlier.
It was a gangling but speedy machine, an all-purpose recon-assist unit. It moved
like a cross between a grasshopper and a roadrunner.

Its synthesized voice rasped in his helmet comm. "Unit Echo—John Bandicut!
Are you unharmed?"

"Suit—comm on," Bandicut grunted. He felt resistance from within, and
snapped, /I have to talk to it, damn it!/

/Il Uh—okay.
But don't tell it—///

/Yeah, yeah, yeah./ He frowned, remembering that the robot was undoubtedly
here to find out why he had violated the boundaries of the survey zone. He hadn't
yet figured out how to explain that away. "Hi there, uh, Napoleon. Er—yeah, I'm
okay. | just...uh, had a little bit of—" What the hell could he say? Silence-fugue?
No way. "—er, navigational trouble. I think I'm all right now. But I'm glad you
found me." As the robot stepped closer, seeming to examine him with its gleaming
holocam eyes, he felt ridiculously embarrassed. It wasn't as if he had to answer to a
stupid robot for his excursion across the STOP HERE line. Did he? Of course, this
might be an opportunity to tip someone off to what had happened—

I/l Don't. /Il

He exhaled in annoyance. /Why the hell not?/

/// Because we have something very important
to do. /]

/Like what?/ he snarled. /Conquer my...my homeworld?/ It sounded ridiculous,
but that was what had popped into his head.

The quarx sounded weary as it answered,

/Il John Bandicut,
| have no designs on your homeworld—
none whatsoever. ///

/Then what? Seize control of the base here? Throw us off Triton?/ He wasn't
sure where he was getting these ideas, but he really couldn't think of anything else
that an alien might want to do that would require secrecy.

/Il Not even that.
My mission here is to be helpful, if I can. ///

Bandicut squinted at the robot, thinking that he must be making this robot
wonder if something really was wrong. /Well, | have to tell the robot something. If
you don't want me to tell it the truth, what excuse do you want me to use? I'm open
to suggestions. I'm in enough trouble for being here already./

The alien seemed puzzled.

I/l Must you answer
to this simple device? ///
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/No, but it's going to send a report back to someone | will have to answer to./
/Il Then tell it...
you had an electrical malfunction. ///

/Are you serious?/ Bandicut snorted. /I can't lie about that! They're going to
notice that there's nothing wrong with the buggy, when | get back./ As he spoke to
the quarx, he was aware of the robot staring back at him, and for an instant he had
the humiliating thought that he was moving his lips as he subvocalized to the alien.

/Il You won't...lie.
Tell it
you had an electrical malfunction. ///

He grumbled to himself for a moment, then spoke aloud. "Napoleon, I'm glad
you came along. | had a bit of an... electrical problem. Maybe you can help."
Wincing at the transparent phoniness of his statement, he cleared his throat.

/Il You already fixed the problem. ///

"What?" /I mean, what?/

The robot eased forward, a small display of red lights winking behind its eyes.
"John Bandicut, are you certain that you are all right?"

"Uh, yeah. Why do you ask?" He coughed and moved nervously toward the
driver's seat of the buggy.

The synthesized voice sounded almost chiding. "You sound... anxious. Have
you had any unusual...physiological symptoms? Pehaps | should drive the rover in
for you."

"What physiological symptoms? What the hell are you talking about, Nappy?"
He felt his voice quavering.

The robot extended a slender tool-arm toward him, as though in empathy. He
knew it was just programming, but for an instant, he felt as if the robot really did
want to reach out to him. He'd worked with Napoleon from time to time, and the
robots did maintain memories of individual human workers. "John Bandicut," it
said, "may | suggest that you allow me to check your suit and rover for proper
function?"

Bandicut drew a breath. /Well?/

/'l have no objection. ///
He shrugged. "Okay, Nappy. But my reserves are getting a little low, so snap it

up."

The robot inserted a small probe into a jack located at belly-button level on
Bandicut's suit. "You have a damaged antenna, and your power reserves are below
twenty percent,"” it remarked. "But your life support is within acceptable limits."

/Il Put your hand on the robot, ///

the alien said urgently.

/Huh?/

/] Please. /Il

Bandicut shrugged and placed his right palm on the top of the robot's vision

module. He felt a slight warmth in his hand, and Napoleon quivered a little and
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froze in place. Bandicut was aware of something passing between him and the
robot, something like...thought...or perhaps it was just fleeting electrical impulses.
/] That's fine.
You can take your hand away. ///

He did so, and Napoleon suddenly resumed its activity.

It withdrew its probe from the navel of Bandicut's suit, and turned to the rover.
Lifting the cowling with a quick, smooth movement (something that Bandicut
himself never could seem to do), it visually inspected the rover's electrical and
mechanical components. Jacking in its probe, it said, "The rover's drive systems
test satisfactory. Although..." The robot hesitated.

"Although what?" Bandicut said suspiciously.

"There appear to be certain anomalies in the system. | am unsure of their
nature." The robot extended its tool-arm into the power compartment. Bandicut
couldn't quite see what it was doing, but he thought he glimpsed some electrical-
arc flashes. Before he could move to look, Napoleon unplugged its probe and
closed the cowling. "I will recommend a thorough check when we return to base.
With your permission, | will ride along and monitor."

Bandicut squinted at the robot, wondering what had just happened. Finally he
shrugged. "Okay—hop aboard."

The robot clamped four of its appendages to the side of the rover and hoisted
itself off the ground, pivoting its center of gravity in close to the cowling. It
plugged into another jack and adjusted its position like a strange monkey perched
on the side of the rover's power compartment. "Whenever you're ready, John
Bandicut. Shall | call in for you?"

Bandicut scowled and climbed back aboard. "Never mind. I'll do it from here."”
He reconnected himself to the rover's life support, then settled into position to
drive. /Mind if | take a nav fix?/ he asked the quarx. /So we can locate this spot
again?/

/Il Not necessary, ///
the quarx answered calmly.
/Il Your nav's out, anyway. ///

Bandicut nodded slowly. /If you say so./ He switched on the power. The nav,
as promised, was indeed out. He shrugged, nudged the joystick, and drove off in a
sweeping turn, the robot bobbing gently up and down on the fender.

*

As they approached the STOP HERE line, from the wrong side, Bandicut
realized that the quarx had been quiet for a time. He found himself wondering
something: why didn't he feel more upset, or at least more peculiar, about the
presence of the alien being in his mind? Any ordinary human would be nearly
insane with fear, indignation, and bewilderment. He was plenty confused, and
indignant—but he was not yet over the edge into madness, and he wondered why.
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He felt that sensation of a wind in his thoughts for a moment, and then the alien
stirred and spoke.
/I1'l had hopes
that you would be able to...
accept...my presence better than most.
| sensed a certain...readiness. ///

Bandicut recalled his mental state when he had driven out here, just before he
had fallen into the cavern. The silence-fugue. It was caused, not by any
fundamental disorder in his psychological makeup—at least he didn't think so, not
that he really trusted the doctors here on Triton to know—Dbut by the damage to his
neuroconnectors, coupled with the absence of the link, which he had grown to
require, like oxygen or fuel.

The alien had seen that vacancy and taken advantage of it.

/Il Let's say rather that
your need made you a more capable candidate
for my presence. ///

/You make it sound like an honor that | was out of my mind with silence-
fugue./

/Il Not the silence-fugue.
But your desire and need for
this kind of connection. ///

He drove thoughtfully for another few moments. /What will happen if | flip off
into fugue-state again? Will it be as crazy for you as it is for me?/

The alien was silent, apparently thinking.

/Il 1 don't know, ///
it said at last.
/// But if | can help you out of it,
I will. ///

Huh, he thought, but not directly to the alien. He wanted to come back with
some sort of snappish response, but the alien's answer actually seemed reasonable,
and possibly even honest.

The quarx offered,

/Il You know,
it might make things more comfortable
if you would think of me as "Charlie"
—instead of "the alien." ///
Bandicut grunted and expelled his breath.
/Il Just a suggestion. ///

He grunted again. He was driving faster now; he was coming into an area that
he knew well. The robot was bobbing in silence on the side of the buggy,
apparently content to listen to the motors and whatnot, and leave him alone.
/Charlie,/ he thought, trying it out for feel. To his surprise, it felt okay.

A short time later, he said, /Charlie. Seeing as how we're going to be so all-
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fired familiar with each other—/
I1'Yes? I
/—would you mind telling me, in thirty words or less, where you're from and
what it is you want with me?/
There was a brief hesitation; he thought he sensed words at the tip of his
mental tongue.
/] There's no...short answer...to either question,
unfortunately. ///
the quarx murmured at last.
/All right, then—give me the long answer./
The wind riffled in his thoughts.
11 try.,
Can you listen and drive at the same time? ///
/T'll try,/ he said sarcastically, steering along a winding path that climbed a low
ridge.
/Il Okay. ///
There was a pause. Then the quarx began,
/Il As for where I'm from,
that's a long story
and | sense that it is not uppermost
in your thoughts.
With your permission, | will begin with
the second question— ///
/Yes, yes, go on./
/Il Thank you.
First I must tell you that | am, in truth,
as much at the mercy of fate,
destiny,
external direction,
whatever you wish to call it,
as you. ///
/Mm./ Bandicut squinted, steering around a tight curve at a trifle too high a
speed.
I/l The translator and | work together.
Much of what | do comes from its knowledge.
Its direction, if you will. ///
/Mm?/ Bandicut frowned, slowing a little. He didn't want Napoleon to record
that he was operating at unsafe speeds.
/Il And it is the translator that informs me
of the need for action
—possibly drastic action—
for which I will need human assistance. ///
/Yeah? Assistance to do what?/
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/Il Assistance to, er— ///
/What?/ Bandicut demanded. /For God's sake, just spit it out!/ He sped up
again in irritation.
/] Okay.
Assistance to...save your Earth
from destruction. ///
Bandicut veered off the edge of the path.
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Chapter 4
Return to Base

The rover heeled over sharply as the wheels dipped to the left. "Mokin' foke!"
he yelled, struggling to keep control of the joystick as he bounced sideways,
banging his helmet against the canopy. In Earth gravity, he probably would have
rolled over; but he had just enough float to keep it under control while he slowed
down and steered the rover back up onto the path. Then he braked to a halt and
sighed. /All right, goddammit. Now what did you just say?/

/[l I'm...sorry if | startled you. ///

/Sorry? | don't give a mokin' foke whether you're sorry./ Bandicut took a deep
breath. /Did you, or did you not, just say, 'Save the Earth from destruction'? Am |
supposed to believe that? Or was it some kind of joke?/ He blinked, wanting to
stare at the alien. Since that was impossible, he gazed instead at Napoleon, which
was swiveling its robot head to fix him with an inquisitive stare of its own.

/1l Yes.
| had sensed that it might...startle you.
That's why | asked
if you could drive and listen— ///

/Never mind that dingo shit. Just tell me what the fr'deek you meant./ He gave
the robot a wave, hoping that the metal creature would refrain from asking
guestions.

/Il Well...it's very complex,
and I don't have all the information yet.
That's why | need time— ///

Bandicut grunted harshly. If he could have seared the quarx with a glare, he
would have. He was aware of Napoleon trying to raise him on the comm. Exhaling
loudly, he put the rover back into forward motion. The robot swiveled its head
worriedly. "Suit—comm on. Nappy—ah—I'm okay here," he called.

The robot looked back. "Are you certain, John Bandicut?"

"I'm certain. Comm off." /Now tell me./

He sensed an awkwardness in the answer.

/I 1t's...an approaching cosmological hazard.
Look—I think we should wait
until we're someplace where we can talk.
The danger's coming soon,
but not that soon. ///
Cosmological hazard? Coming soon...? /Listen, damn it—/
//l 1 don't mean to evade your question.
But we don't want to draw attention
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to ourselves, do we?
What's this new escort coming our way? ///

/Escort?/ He suddenly noticed several other robots of various configurations
moving along the top of the ridge. As the buggy crested the ridge, the robots fell
into formation flanking him, apparently for the purpose of accompanying him back
to base.

He cursed silently. /All right, I'll play along—for now. But as soon as we're
alone, you talk. Comprende?/

/Il Com...prendo, /Il
the alien croaked.

Scowling, Bandicut switched on the panel comm and squeezed the mike
switch. It was time he called in and let base camp know he was alive. He heard a
blast of static, which wasn't encouraging—»but he transmitted anyway. "Base Camp
Exo-op, Unit Echo. Base Camp, Unit Echo. Do you read?" He was answered with
more static. What was going on? he wondered. His suit antenna was broken, but
not the buggy's. He tried again. "Base Camp, Echo. Anyone, this is Bandicut. Does
anyone read me? Any station?"

The northern mining battery was just coming into view over the horizon. Base
Camp was about a kilometer beyond it. The main surface-stripping laser was
inactive at the moment. He saw one of the big crawlers moving over the beam-
spread area, and assumed that it was safe to proceed, even in the absence of radio
contact. He kept trying the comm, but the closest he came to actual contact was,
faintly through the static, a voice saying, "...GOT HIM IN SIGHT, HEADING
INBOUND FROM WENDY ." Eventually he gave up and just kept driving. It
wasn't worth worrying about now; he was almost there.

///'1 did that to help you. ///

[Huh?/

/Il The electrical...malfie. ///

He squinted through the windshield, an uneasy clarity coming to him. The
robot in the power compartment. The flashes. /Oh./

I/l Remember that when you get in.
An electrical malfie. ///
He let out his breath and didn't answer.

*

With the exception of Napoleon bouncing on his front fender, the robot escort
peeled away as he rolled into the maintenance shed. The glare of lights inside
threw off his visor-augment for a moment, and he squinted as he followed a shop
mech, directing him to drive straight into the service airlock for the shirtsleeve
repair section. He waited as air hissed into the airlock chamber. Once he was
through, he shut down the power and pulled his helmet off with a sigh of relief. He
felt as if he'd been locked inside it for days.
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Climbing out, helmet cradled under his right arm, he called out to the burly
repair crew chief, who was ambling over with a scowl. "Hi, Pacho. How's
business?"

Pacho Rawlins rarely smiled, and he didn't now. "What the fuck’s going on,
Bandicoot? Ops says for you to get your ass upstairs as soon as you get in. Sounds
like they want to chew your butt up. What'd you do this time?" Rawlins swatted
Napoleon off the fender and opened the main cowling with a jerk.

/Il An electrical malfie. ///

"I had...an electrical malfie," Bandicut said, flushing. Rawlins squinted at him
and with a shake of his head bent to peer into the buggy's power compartment. "It
took out my nav and my comm and—"

"Christ, Bandicut!" Rawlins yelled. "What did you do to this thing?"

"What do you mean?" Nervously, Bandicut leaned to see what the chief had
found.

"Malfie? Hell, you fried half the goddamn compartment! What'd you do, drive
in front of a goddamn laser?"

Bandicut had trouble drawing a breath. The power compartment did, indeed,
look fried. One cable was completely melted; many others were scorched. /You did
this?/ he whispered to Charlie. He could not imagine what had kept the thing
running at all. And he had been depending on it for life support!

/Il The robot did it.
I made sure it didn't touch the life support. ///

Bandicut shook his head. "Ah," he mumbled to the chief, "I'm not really sure
what happened, Pacho. I didn't do anything except limp home after it happened—
and | was damn lucky. Can you take care of it okay?"

Rawlins glared. "Can | take care of it?" He shook his head, walking away.
"Jesus Aloysius Christ!" When he turned back and saw Bandicut still staring at
him, he said, "What are you doing still here? Get your ass over to ops like they
said, will you? I don't want to get blamed for that, too."

Bandicut shrugged and left the maintenance area. He was just as happy not to
have to explain any more to Rawlins, and he didn't speak to either of the other
survey drivers that he passed. Returning to the ready room, he showered and
dressed in his station casuals. He felt very strange...almost with an absence of
emotion, as if a whole reservoir of bewilderment and anxiety were stoppered up
inside him, waiting for the most awkward moment to erupt. He was sure it was at
least partly because he was on his way to ops; but it was a coldly disturbing
sensation nonetheless, and he wondered if he were building up to another silence-
fugue. He didn't know what he would do if that happened. He wasn't planning to
tell anyone about the earlier episode, unless absolutely forced to. A disturbance of
that magnitude could put him off the active list altogether.

The quarx stirred from its silence.

/Il Correct me if I misunderstand, please.
Wasn't your fugue caused by an injury
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resulting from company equipment malfunction? ///

He hesitated, his shirt half snugged up the front. /Yeah. But so what?/ He
willed his fingers to continue working, but it was like making them move through
molasses. Charlie had touched upon an extremely raw nerve.

[/l Then...if I might ask...
shouldn't the company be...responsible?
Legally? ///
He glared inwardly at the quarx. /What, you're an expert in our law?/
Il Well...
I have picked up some information
over the years. ///
/And just how have you done that?/
/I TV and radio, mostly. ///

"TV!" Bandicut yelled, slamming his locker shut. He looked around, red
faced—hoping no one had heard him. Fortunately, the locker room was empty.
/What the hell do you know about TV?/ he asked in an inner whisper.

/Il Well, you know—
your people broadcast it into space
for a good many of your years. ///

Bandicut squinted, and finally laughed bitterly. /1 see. Well, Charlie—I got
news for you. TV don't exactly always get it right. We're a long way from the law
out here. A lonnnng way./ He clamped his jaw. He didn't want to think about it any
further...think about what the company owed him, about the loss of the neuro and
the botched effort to fix it.

/Il A long way from the law—? ///
the quarx mused.
/Il You mean, like in the Old West? ///

/Huh? What are you talking about?/ Bandicut shook his head, feeling as though
he had skipped a beat. /The Old West? You mean, the American Old West?/

/1 Right.
Outlaws and sheriffs.
Like on TV. ///

Bandicut rolled his eyes up, and for the first time today, laughed out loud in
genuine amusement. /Christ Charlie—give me a break! Now, let's go!/ He
straightened his collar and headed out into the corridor with brisk, floating strides,
as the quarx muttered to itself in quiet puzzlement.

*

Things seemed pretty subdued in the ops center when he walked in. If any
excitement had been generated by his disappearance, it seemed to have died down
by now. Two of the mining dispatchers glanced his way in momentary curiosity,
but he just nodded back with his very best expression of unconcern, and they didn't
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give him a second glance. Only Georgia Patwell, who had apparently just taken
over the exo-op comm seat, flashed him a brief, quizzical smile before turning her
attention back to her console. It would have been nice if he could have reported to
her, but there would be no such luck.

Lonnie Stelnik was hunkered down in the back of the ops room, drinking
coffee and poring over sector reports. He was tall and lanky, with vulturous eyes, a
beak-shaped nose, and an expression that discouraged conversation. When Stelnik
looked up, the expression changed from boredom to condescension. As the exo-op
who'd been on duty, he was Bandicut's super for the work shift and therefore the
one to whom Bandicut had to explain himself.

/Il You don't like this man? ///
/No./ Bandicut nodded to Stelnik.
/[l May 1 ask...why not? ///
/Let's just say he's not afraid to step on people's necks to get to the top./
1222 111

"Bandicut." Stelnik crossed his arms over his chest. "What the hell happened
out there? You vanished without a word. And we interrupted a lot of work to go
looking for you. Then here you come, riding in like a knight from battle."

"What, would you rather | hadn't made it back?" Bandicut snapped. "I had an
equipment malfunction!” Great, he thought, it takes exactly ten seconds to blow up
at this jerk. Gotta keep a lid on it.

Stelnik shrugged. "We sent out the robots, didn't we? Now, do you mind telling
me what you were doing way out past position Wendy?" Stelnik leaned back,
stretching out while peering down his nose at Bandicut. His eyes glinted. "Plus,
I've got this report here from Rawlins in maintenance, saying you did some serious
damage to your rover. You want to tell me about it? Jackson's not gonna like this,
you know."

Bandicut felt a second flash of irritation. "l didn't do anything to the rover.
Don't blame me for equipment failures, all right?" He swallowed at the half-truth.

Stelnik shrugged, unfolded his arms, and flicked on a holoscreen. "Okay, you
can give me the whole story in a second. You can tell Cole at the same time."

Bandicut groaned inwardly.

I/l What's wrong? Who's Cole? ///

/Cole Jackson. Director of Survey Operations./

/Il You don't like him, either? ///

/Let's just say, between Stelnik and Jackson, it's hard to say who's the more self
serving. Cole's going to be mad as hell, because we screwed up his nice, neat work
charts./

The quarx seemed to twitch nervously.

/Il You aren't going to try to tell them
about me, are you? ///

/These guys? Not on my deathbed. If | turn you in, it'll be to somebody I trust a
lot more than these two./ That answer did not entirely soothe the quarx, he realized.
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He shrugged inwardly. /I hope you've thought of a good explanation for that
damage to the electronics./
/Il Uh...working on it... ///

Bandicut cleared his throat. "Listen, you mind if I sit?" It wasn't really
necessary, in one-thirteenth Earth gravity, but he wanted to call Stelnik on his bad
manners.

With an annoyed look, Stelnik twisted around and found a short stool under the
counter, which he hauled out for Bandicut to perch on. Meanwhile, a woman's face
had appeared in the holoscreen. "Janie—get me Jackson, will you?" Stelnik said.
He tapped his fingers on the table until the screen blinked and a middle-aged man's
face appeared, wearing old-fashioned eyeglasses. "Cole," said Stelnik, "I've got
Bandicut here with me."

"So | see," said the face in the screen.

"He was just about to tell me how he fried the electronics in that rover. You got
the report, right?"

"I did. | must say, John—I hope you have a good explanation." Jackson peered
out of the holoscreen, stroking the underside of his chin with his fingertips.

Bandicut cleared his throat. "Well, I—"

"It says here that you were out of the approved sector, as well," Jackson said
sharply. Stelnik, his eyes shifting back and forth between Bandicut and the screen,
barely concealed a smirk. Was he hoping to add the firing of a negligent driver to
his record of tough-minded management?

Bandicut stirred and tried to think fast. "Well, as | said, | had an electrical
malfie. | was just telling Lonnie here, | don't know exactly what went wrong. But
the first thing that went was my nav. | missed the markers—and I, uh, don't know
that particular stretch out there as well as some of the others." That last part, at
least, was true.

"Nav, huh?" Jackson did not look entirely convinced.

"Nav and comm." He was thinking frantically now. "Something crisped itself
in the electrical system, and eventually stopped me altogether for a while. And I,
uh, just had to patch it together as best | could to get home. Napoleon came along
right after 1 got the thing running again." He felt his face hot with anxiety as he
struggled to sound convincing.

/Il You're doing fine. ///
/I'm a lousy liar. I don't like lying. Why am | doing this?/
/] Because if you tell people about me,
our chances of success will diminish markedly. ///
/Success?/
/Il Saving the Earth.
| promise, I'll explain later. ///

Bandicut sighed, not replying. Neither Jackson nor Stelnik had responded to
his explanation. Stelnik's gaze was slanted down his nose again; Jackson looked
worried, as though he might have to log something inexplicable on his reports, and
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how would that look on his job review? It was Jackson who spoke first. "The
report from Pacho Rawlins called it the most...unusual... malfunction he'd ever
seen.”

Stelnik cackled and rocked forward. "That wasn't the way he phrased it in the
report | saw."

"Well, weird might have been the word he used," Jackson said.

"Fucked was the word he used, Cole. He said it was the most fucked power
compartment he'd ever laid eyes on."

Jackson adjusted his eyeglasses. "Whatever. There's certainly no need to repeat
Mr. Rawlins's vulgarity.” His gaze shifted. "In any case—John, what can you tell
us about that?"

Stelnik rubbed his nose.

Bandicut thought hard, and a possible explanation welled up in his mind. "I'm
hardly an expert, Cole, but | figure it might be that some of those components, like
that cable that broke loose that | had to arc-weld back together"—he couldn't
believe he was saying this—"weren't quite as cryo-ready as they were supposed to
be. You know, we have had trouble with that sort of thing before."

Stelnik snorted, looking away. But Jackson squinted as he met Bandicut's gaze
in the screen. "Well..." he said after a moment, "it's true, we have had our fair share
of low-temperature problems."

And if that were the explanation, it would make the work audit a lot simpler,
wouldn't it? Bandicut thought, waiting for Jackson to bite. He could see Jackson
trying to decide whether it was sufficiently credible for his superiors to accept.

"I don't recall the robot's diagnostic report saying anything about cryo-failure,"
Stelnik said, making a sucking noise with his lips. "I'm not saying it's impossible,
Bandicoot, but—"

"But what? | had the thing running again by the time the robot got there."
Bandicut shook his head in exaggerated disgust and hissed silently to the quarx,
/What is Napoleon going to report? If it says that it fried the circuits, that won't
square with what I'm claiming!/

I/l Napoleon has no memory of what it did.
| took care of that already.
It's a very simple machine, very easy to reprogram.
We're okay, I think. ///

/You think?/ Bandicut cleared his throat again. "Anyway, Napoleon didn't run
his diags on it until I'd fixed it already. | mean, as much as | was able to." He held
out his open hands as if to rest his case.

Jackson peered out of the holoscreen. "John, the robot's name is Recon Thirty-
nine, not Napoleon. Use nicknames in the field, if you must, but please—when
we're trying to get our information straight—"

Bandicut caught himself about to roll his eyes in exasperation. "Recon Thirty-
nine. Right, that's what | meant."

"Well..." Jackson said with a shrug. "It seems as though we might have to
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credit you with a field repair." Stelnik's eyes bulged, but before he could interject,
Jackson continued, "Nevertheless, until we complete an investigation, | think we'll
have to reassign you from survey to mining ops. As a temporary measure, just so
there are no questions. Fair enough?"

Stelnik relaxed and smiled faintly.

Bandicut swallowed. Mining ops. Great. Bad enough he'd been demoted from
piloting because they'd fried his neuros; now he was going to be dropped from
survey driving and put in the mines. He cleared his throat. "You're saying, just
until we have a report, right? This isn't some kind of demotion, is it?"

"John, if the report puts you in the clear, we'll have you back out there as fast
as we can," Jackson promised. "Lonnie, you'll forward John's written report to me
ASAP, won't you?"

"Yeah, roger wilco," Stelnik said.

Jackson peered at him for a moment, as though trying to decide if he were
being sarcastic; then the screen went blank. Stelnik grunted and swung a keypad
terminal around to Bandicut. "Type, please. If you don't mind," he said. No
question this time; he was being sarcastic.

Bandicut nodded and poised his fingers over the keypad. He looked at Stelnik,
who was continuing to stare at him, and said, "You can be the first to read it when
I'm done, okay?"

Stelnik shrugged and wandered away. Georgia, working the exo-ops
communications, barely concealed her irritation as he hovered over her shoulder.
Nevertheless, she caught Bandicut's eye and winked in sympathy.

Bandicut typed a cryptic, fictional account of events, thinking the whole time
that he had never before lied on an official form, and he didn't like starting now.
He stared at what he had written.

/Il Looks good.
That should jibe with the robot's diagnostic.
Will they buy it? ///

/How the hell should I know? Do you mind if | just add, "P.S. Discovered alien
artifact and living alien™? It would make me rich, you know. We could retire to
Costa Rica./

There was a sound like a sigh in his mind.

/Il 1f you file what you have now,
will it be possible for us to go somewhere
and talk quietly? ///

/1 guess so./

/Il Then...may we do that, please? ///

Bandicut scowled, hesitated, and pressed FILE. He caught Stelnik's eye,
hooked a thumb at the terminal, and left the ops center without another word.
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Chapter 5
Some Answers

The dorm room, thankfully, was empty. Crawling into his bunk, Bandicut
pulled the curtain flap closed around him for privacy from the other five bunks.
Lying back, he drew a deep breath and sighed, closing his eyes to a sudden,
overwhelming weariness. He had a thousand questions to ask the quarx; but really,
for just one moment, all he wanted to do was rest his eyes and his mind.

It was impossible, of course. Visions of the ice cavern rose in his thoughts like
ghosts haunting him even in the privacy of his own mind. And not just the cavern:
the artifact danced before him like a jeering clown, its spheres whirling and eyes
winking. /Jesus!/ He sat up abruptly, bouncing to the ceiling of his bunk, blinking
his eyes in the near-darkness.

/[l I'm not Jesus. I'm Char— ///

/1 know you're not Jesus!/ he snapped. /It's just a fucking figure of speech,
okay?/ He sank back again groaning, feeling that he was floating, even though he
was motionless in his bunk.

/Il Oh. /1]
The quarx seemed puzzled.
/Il You seemed disoriented and confused.
| thought maybe you thought...
Never mind.
Do you want to talk? ///

Bandicut drew a deep, slow breath. The darkness was crowding in around him,
making him suddenly, extremely nervous. He knew what that meant: he needed the
neuro, badly. He was on his way into another silence-fugue. /Charlie!/ he
whispered urgently. The darkness was crowding closer still, and he heard the
distant muttering of unreal voices...

/Il What is it?
Are you in distress? ///

/Uh...oh damn, I need the neuro...if only I could link into something...can you,
can you stop this—ohhhhhh, jeeez—/

Before his outcry was finished, everything around him changed with a flash...

>

>>>
>>5>5>>>
SOS5>55>5>5>5>5>>
>>>>>>>>>>>—<alpha-connect>—>>>>>>
SSSSSSS55S5S5S555S5S555SSS5S5S5S5S5S5S5D555SS555555>55>
>>>>>>>>> <full-neural link>—>>>>>
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SSS>5>55>5>5>5>5>>
>S>>>5>>

>>>

>—<mode shift>—

It was like a holo-image flicking on, transforming the darkness into an array of
Images: information sources, pulsing and waiting. He gasped, heart pounding. He
had just flipped over from impending fugue to...data-connect! But how? And to
what?

/1s this better?/ asked the quarx, from somewhere within the link. Its voice
sounded different, like another human in the neuro.

He could not speak. His heart thundered with joy. He was trembling. He hadn't
really imagined that it was possible, hadn't dreamed—

/Take it easy now. It's not—/

/You connected me! You did it! Jesus, it's—it's—/

/John, listen to me!/

The array twinkled around him like a series of gleaming panels, beckoning his
inquiries in the dark. He reached out with a tentative finger of thought and—

/It's NOT WHAT YOU THINKY/

—touched an unyielding, unliving surface. There was no connection here, no
source, no pulse; it was just an illusion.

/John, don't flip over into fugue...it's.../

/Nothing! It's nothing!/

The quarx was struggling for words. /It's a...stage set, John!/

/What? Stage set?/ His frustration rose like a cloud of toxic smoke in the
Image. /A stage set for what?/

/1 had to act fast. You were slipping away, and this was the best | could do. It
was the best | could do!/

/Best you could do!/ he moaned. /It's a fake!/ A crushing depression was
settling around him as he realized the full emptiness of the illusion...

/Look—give me a moment, John! Let me see if | can make it real! Hold on a
moment longer. Try it...wait!...now./

One of the data-connect panel-images was pulsing bright emerald, against an
aura of sunset red. Bandicut's anger twisted around him and finally blew away,
leaving him breathless but clearheaded. He suddenly realized what the quarx was
trying to tell him. The illusion had short-circuited the fugue; and that blinking light
was the one connection that the quarx could make for him, without his neurolink. It
was a connection to the quarx. Alien as datanet.

/Link in and ask me questions,/ the quarx said softly.

Nodding to himself, swallowing, feeling a little ashamed for his anger, and
wanting desperately for this to be more than he thought it possibly could be, he
reached out with his thought toward the pulsing panel, and he plugged in, and his
remaining outward senses fell away as he was fully enclosed by darkness, but a
darkness filled with energy...
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—<mode-level shift>—
/Are you here?/ he whispered in astonishment.
>> Ask me what you want to know. >>

It was the quarx's voice, but altered...deeper and more resonant, exactly like an
information-source replying through the datanet.

He sighed with unexpected pleasure, and a tremendous feeling of need welled
up and then as quickly ebbed away. Dizzily, he whispered, /I want to know where
you came from and why. And | want to know exactly what you want of me./

>> | shall try. Where would you like me to begin? >>
He shrugged mentally. /At the beginning, I guess./
>> Of time? | wasn't there. >>

He began to retort angrily, then realized that the quarx was attempting humor,
attempting to lighten things up; and despite himself, he chuckled a little. /All right,
you can start later than that. Let's stick to your personal lifetime. Unless, of course,
you're really long-lived, in which case, you can start by telling what you want with
me, and work backwards./

There was a moment of uneasy silence.

>> |'m...no...not long-lived, certainly not in the way you're thinking. It's
true I was...in a sense...alive, millions of years ago, but that's...well...because |
was in statis in the translator... >>

Bandicut tried to follow that, frowning. /You're not long-lived, but you were
alive—in a sense—a million years ago?/

>> Yes, but the millions of years don't count, you see, because of the
stasis...whereas, to understand a quarxian life cycle, the first thing you need to
ask is... >>

Bandicut felt himself sliding toward mental quicksand, and interrupted, /All
right, wait! How about if you explain all that later./ He paused, sensing the quarx's
discomfiture at the interruption. /Let's start with the present, and this "mission" of
yours. What is it you're planning to do here? What is this about Earth and some
sort of danger?/

The quarx hesitated, as though uncomfortable with the question. Bandicut



Jeffrey A. Carver NEPTUNE CROSSING 48

began to grow impatient, but before he could ask why, the quarx finally spoke.

>> You see...that's difficult to explain fully just now, because | don't have
all of the information yet. The first thing I must do is gather additional data
for the translator to process... >>

/Gather data?/ Bandicut asked suspiciously, visions of alien invasions dancing
in his head.

>> No invasions, | assure you. Not from us, anyway. There may, indeed,
be something heading for your home planet; but, I believe, it's more in the
nature of cosmic debris—and it is my job, and the translator's, to identify that
hazard and act to prevent it from striking. With your help, of course... >>

/Of course,/ Bandicut muttered. /What sort of help? And what kind of debris
are we talking about?/

>> Well...I can't give you the specifics on the debris until we have the rest
of that data. | can guess, but— >>

/Guess?/ Bandicut felt a rush of anger. /Quit bullshitting me, Charlie, or I'm
going to go to our company quack Dr. Switzer and have him cut you out with a
knife!/

He immediately sensed the quarx's affront.

>> |'m not "bullshitting"* you, and | thought you understood that | have
no physical presence as you think of it, so your doctor's knife could only harm
you, not me. >>

Bandicut sighed in annoyance. /Look, that was just another figure of speech,
okay? Now, do you want to continue?/

>> Oh. Very well. Here is what | was given: a picture of small, orbital-
dynamical shifts somewhere in your solar system, leading to the potential
hazard. | suspect it's some sort of sizable interplanetary rubble. Listen, John,
you must understand that I'm not..."'sitting in the left-hand seat"* on this one,
as you pilot-types would say. So | can't— >>

/Then who is sitting in the left-hand seat?/ Bandicut interrupted.
>> The translator. And once it has the data it needs to positively identify

the danger...it will pass that information on to me. And I'll pass it on to you.
>>
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Bandicut thought he sensed a certain hesitation in the quarx's voice. /Wait just
a minute,/ he said. /Who controls the translator? You do, right?/

>> Me? Hardly... >>

Bandicut felt dizzy, and he sensed an eruption of troubled feelings in the quarx.
/Y ou mean there's someone else here? Damn it, | knew it—/

>> John, no. It's not what you're thinking. It's just the translator and me,
and the translator is just a machine. But it's...sent by others who are, | assure
you, very far away. And I've never known it to attempt anything that
wasn't...helpful to those it visited. >>

It seemed to Bandicut that the quarx was more than a little hesitant when it
spoke about the translator. He wondered why. /Well, that doesn't sound like such a
big deal—identifying some space rubble,/ he said cautiously. /But | have to say,
you don't sound entirely convinced about it yourself./

>> What? No, no—the translator is trustworthy. But it's not...always
easy...to do what it wants, is the problem. Look, would it help if I filled you in
with some background? >>

/Isn't that what I've been asking for?/
>> | thought you...never mind. Just watch, and listen.... >>

—<mode-level shift>— . . .

The information swirled by like a churning white-water rapids, and it seemed
that all he could do was sample here and there, and file for future analysis. But that
was difficult; perhaps he would be better off just jumping in and riding
downstream with the flow...

It was millions of years ago, just as human science had surmised, that an
orphaned body later to be named Triton had fallen into the gravitational influence
of the solar system. Charlie and his translator were aboard, though the quarx was in
stasis-sleep, and would remain that way for millennia yet to come, until awakened
by the translator. But the translator never slept. It probed ceaselessly, monitoring
the inner solar system and the evolution of sentient life on the third planet,
unmistakably marked by first gradual—then abrupt—transformations of its
biosphere. When there were visible events to be observed, the translator recorded



Jeffrey A. Carver NEPTUNE CROSSING 50

them, from volcanoes to atomic explosions to the migrations of small vessels out
of the atmosphere. It studied events of all kinds, whether apparently significant or
not, and in its own methodical way, drew conclusions about the events it had
studied.

Much of what Charlie knew, he had learned directly from the translator. Since
his awakening, he had viewed years of reruns of Earth television, all recorded by
the translator in that window of time when TV signals had been broadcast into
space, before laser and opfiber transmission had mostly ended the free show. He
owed much of his knowledge of human culture to such broadcasts.

He'd also gleaned hints of what it was he was doing here, what purpose he
intended to serve. Bandicut could only register astonishment: how could the quarx
not know his own mission? But it was not his first, far from it, and he had yet to
fully understand a mission prior to undertaking it.

The other thing that astonished Bandicut, as he caught all of this in a great
swirling stream, was that the quarx really didn't know how the translator performed
many of the feats in which the quarx himself was a participant. Surely, if he'd been
alive in the translator for millions of years, didn't he have to know how it worked?
No no no, whispered a quarxly voice, almost lost in the undercurrent. I'm not the
master of that science. The quarx knew how to use the translator, but it was not
actually his machine, not a quarxly machine at all.

But where...how...had Charlie come to be in such a time and place...?

—shift—

The images changed like a whirlpool yawning. There were glimpses of dozens
of worlds, dozens of hosts in quarxly lives past...it was like a flickering of
holocards...and then the image settled, and filled with the sounds and impressions
of other beings, alien beings, living on this very moon. The beings who had left the
metal deposits? Their footsteps echoed around the translator, their voices and
activities an incomprehensible murmur. For an instant Bandicut thought, with a
flash of alarm, that they were here on Triton now—

—and then he realized that this scene was far, far in the past, long before
Triton had ever come to the solar system. It was the moon as it had been, not just
in the past, but so deep in the past that primitive life had scarcely yet evolved on
Earth. This was Triton eons ago, in another star system, another reality.

It was Triton at war.

In frightening silence, he watched as long plumes of light splashed languidly
across the ruined landscape of a nearby planetary body, the mother world. He was
aware that the light beams came from the surface of Triton, and they were no
mining lasers. They were weapons, terrible weapons, and they were raining
devastation upon their homeworld. The plumes of destruction flowed and surged
over the planet's surface like tides, and the civilization beneath them crumbled,
melted, evaporated.

Nor was the conflict confined to the planet's surface: battle raged in space, as
well—Dbetween the planet and its moon, and on the surface of the moon.
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Spaceships tumbled past one another, lancing each other into debris. Streams of
fire swept over the surface of the moon, boiling away its atmosphere and reducing
miracles of technology to molten slag. The footsteps were gone now; it all
happened in silence. But he imagined that he could hear the screams of dying
beings echoing across the emptiness of space.

There was no escape, none at all—except down into the buried, shielded
translator, the place from which the quarx had first emerged in his failed, futile
effort to prevent this tragedy from happening. Though damaged and unable to
escape, the translator could probably survive the dark and the cold to come, if it
could just survive this last terrible onslaught of violence. The quarx was now
slipping downward through the deep darkness of ice, into the machine that might
bear him through eons, and perhaps an eternity, of silent exile. He felt, but only
distantly, the final tremendous explosions that vaporized the last living beings on
the surface and hurled the moon out of orbit, out of its star system, and into the
somber and lonely silence of interstellar space. With those explosions had come
the final, bitter end to this war, and to the last of those who had fought it.

The quarx drifted off into a timeless, dreamless stasis-sleep. His final thoughts
were darkened with grief. Where he was bound now, he had no idea. But he knew
it could take longer than the lifetime of his own race to reach his next destination.
And while he slept, the translator repaired itself. Would he ever see another quarx?
All he really knew for certain was that his life had changed forever, yet again.

Bandicut's whisper was a part of the blurred datastream. My God, is this your
memory? Did you really live through this? Were those your people who died?

Not my people, no. For a time, yes, but not anymore...that time was past...

—shift—

The battle images spun swirling away, the whirlpool of memory displaced by
new images of Triton in orbit around the cold, cerulean planet Neptune. The heat
of its capture had melted most of the moon, causing all the stone and metal in its
crust to sink to the core; but some of that energy had been harnessed by the
translator, and it, with some of the metal remnants of the alien civilization, had
erupted back upward to the surface in a great convective flow as Triton cooled.

With awakening, for the quarx, there was a sense that certain memories were
faded or perhaps had been lost, that some very important work had gone
unfinished, that some failure had to be rectified, some wrong atoned for, some
need fulfilled. There was a reverberating memory that this was how it always felt
to awaken.

The quarx felt a deep loneliness and longing, but also a sudden new urgency.
Here was a new place and time, a new solar system, a new race called "humanity"
that had come into being while he had slept. And humanity had found its way to
Triton, and would soon discover the translator. Who were they, these humans—
and were they dangerous? Would one of them make a suitable host and
companion? Were they dangerous? Why had the translator waited so long to wake
him? It had served him well, and protected him—Dbut it was not life to be trapped in
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that machine forever. How he longed to be free of its bonds—to grow, to taste
again the reality of life with another!

But it was not to be easy; there was something that had to be done here—a
matter of life and death, not just for him, but for the beings of this solar system. He
did not know yet what it was, but he knew that that was why he had been
awakened, and he knew that it would be risky and costly, because it always was.
He had much to learn, and quickly.

With the help of the translator, he listened to humanity and came to know their
languages and some of their ways. He watched their entertainment and studied
their history through what he could capture of their datanet. He struggled to get to
know a race that sometimes made him shudder with fear.

Fear...?

They were a dangerous species, humanity. Of course, most sentient species
were; and with that thought came another shudder.

Do you fear all sentient species? whispered Bandicut.

Watch the datastream, you're missing too much, was the whispered answer.

The quarx still had much to learn, even as he paid particular attention to a
survey pilot named Bandicut who was stumbling along in a rare but promising
condition known as silence-fugue, toward a potential meeting. The translator
hinted that time was probably growing short, and this person seemed the most
promising of an uncertain lot...

—<mode-level shift>—

The datastream changed, and most of it diverted away, while a single, bright
connection remained.

/Are you saying that you deliberately—/
>> | didn't say that. >>

/—drew me in—?/

>> | didn't say that, exactly. >>

/But you knew a lot about me already, and you sure as hell opened the ground
under my feet!/

>> Well...yes... >>
/So you knew | was coming?/

>> | sensed...yes...when | am in the translator, it enables me a certain
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degree of...what you would probably call telepathic scanning. It is nothing like
the intimate contact that we have now. It is more like a...radar sweep. >>

/Radar sweep? And are you still doing this? Are you probing the other people
here?/

>> | can't, not outside of the translator. Except in a limited way, when
you physically touch someone, or something. >>

Bandicut remembered Napoleon. /Like the robot, you mean?/

>> Yes. >>

Bandicut was silent for a time, trying to absorb all that the quarx had told him.
/Charlie,/ he said finally, /are you trying to say that you spend your life traveling
around the galaxy trying to bail civilizations out of trouble? Because that's what it
sounds like.../

>> Well, yes—I mean, no! Not always whole civilizations... >>

Bandicut blinked. /Good God, but you mean it's true? Is that what you do? It
sounds like...I mean, don't you...have a life of your own to live?/ He swallowed,
and realized that a shadow of grief seemed to have come across Charlie with his
words. /I'm sorry, look, I didn't mean...if | said something.../

The quarx spoke, but as though from a great distance.

>> |t's not...so bad, really. It has its own rewards, you know. >>

/Charlie—/ He hesitated, and after a moment, the quarx drew back toward him,
speaking softly.

>> Itis true that | am on a...journey, John Bandicut. And that | don't
always know where | am going, or for what purpose. Or whether I will ever
return to my own kind. Or even if they are— >>

The quarx paused. /What?/ Bandicut asked. /Alive, or something?/

>> Yes. >>

/Jesus...I'm sorry. | didn't mean to—/

>> It's been a long journey, John. I've seen more than one civilization fall,
and I've seen some saved, and the latter way is better. 1'd like to help save
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yours, if | can. >>

Bandicut was silent. They had to save the Earth, the quarx had said. And he
wanted Bandicut's help. /You want to, uh, tell me a little more about that?/ he
asked at last.

>> I'll try. Let's start with a question. How much do you know about
chaos? >>

/How do you mean? Randomness, disorder, entropy?/
>> No, | mean the science of chaos. >>

/Oh. Not too much. What should | know about it?/
—<mode-level shift>—

The explanation came in streams and waves, curling around him like breakers
rolling in upon a shore...

The dynamical theories of chaos were the only practical means of describing
many kinds of natural events, of illuminating past and present patterns, and of
predicting future patterns of similar events. Among the subjects described by chaos
theory were fluid turbulence, atmospheric weather patterns, the movements of
particles, of individual lives, of planetary bodies in orbit...and even the social
forces that swirled through crisis upon crisis in the history of any civilization,
including Earth’'s. It was the last two of these subjects that had drawn the sharpest
attention of the translator.

It was the study of the chaotic patterns of orbital resonance in the solar system
that made the translator suspect, long ago, that the Earth might one day be in
trouble.

How's that? whispered Bandicut.

Let the stream carry you, and just try to follow, murmured the quarx.

The human science of chaos was far too immature, even in its second century
of organized existence, to adequately analyze the appropriate data; and even the
translator, with its vastly more powerful chaos-calculator, was still working
furiously, refining and analyzing, drawing together vague and shadowy
possibilities into a picture that soon would make clear exactly what would go
wrong, and where...and what must be done...

Charlie...? I'm not...

Take an example, murmured the quarx. Motions of particles in a cloud of
smoke—or in the rings around a planet, a planet such as Neptune, or Saturn. All
the particles followed known physical laws of motion. But the motions were too
hopelessly complex, viewed from a perspective of close detail, for predictions of
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any individual particle's motion to be useful. The tiniest perturbation of an orbit in
one place could cause a drastic change in a particle's path elsewere; and every
particle exerted some degree of force on every other particle, so if you were trying
to predict a particle's path with any precision, taking into account the millions of
moving bodies and fluctuating conditions...

It was impossible—unless you employed truly advanced chaos dynamics, such
as the calculations used by the translator. And even then, working out general
patterns of orbital resonance and the stability and instability of orbits was one
thing, but the raw-data requirement for tracking where one individual particle
might get flung out of its orbit like a bullet was truly staggering, and best
represented this way:

An image flicked into existence, showing a series of hollow, transparent,
concentric tori, colored various shades of green, blue, orange, and red. Waves of
distortion began rippling through the donuts, and then kinks appeared as resonant
instabilities, and then the tori opened up like onion shells and twisted like bizarre
Mobius strips, and shredded into four-dimensional ferns...

| am not following this, not at all—

—<mode-level shift>—

The image vanished, and Bandicut let out a long breath. /Now, that sure was
helpful./ He sensed frustration coming from the quarx.

>> | don't expect you to follow the actual math, John. But | was trying to
let you see the general outline of the problem, and the solution process. The
translator, to put it very simply, is making n-dimensional phase-space analyses
of the movements of objects in your solar system... >>

/That's putting it simply—?/ Bandicut asked, but the quarx continued without
missing a beat.

>> _..including those at the outer periphery, not just in the Kuiper Belt,
but in what you call the Oort Cloud... >>

/Kuiper Belt? Oort Cloud? There's nothing but empty space there, and a few
zillion comets./

>> Precisely. Plus some dark planets which you haven't discovered yet.
Your science is not yet tracking the large-scale movements of those bodies, or
their gravitational effects on each other. Nevertheless, the translator is
mapping the resonant attractor patterns that emerge over time, in an effort to
mark the probable locations of future events. And now it needs the specific
transient identifiers to locate— >>
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/Would you explain this in English, please?/

>> I'mtrying, | really am. It's a question in one sense of identifying the
largest-scale meta-attractions, and then using that as a focusing device to scale
down to— >>

[Fucking A, Charlie, if you can't explain it, can you just cut to the conclusion?/

>> |...yes, if you wish. The conclusion is that something’s very likely to hit
the Earth, something big, and I'm not sure yet what it is, and | need your help
to find out. >>

Bandicut remained silent and puzzled for a little while. /Oh. That's more or less

what you said in the first place, isn't it? But listen, then...why insist upon secrecy?/
There was a sigh, before the quarx answered.

>> That's another part of the chaos analysis: the sociopolitical attractors.
The translator says that time is too short, and if we go public, we'll set up
turbulences that may delay our acting until it's too late. >>

Bandicut frowned. Before he could think of a reply, the quarx whispered one
more thing.

>> |'m putting a pretty heavy burden on you, | know. But there's one
more thing here that you ought to know, too. >>

/Which is—?/

>> Uh—well, you see...there's a good possibility that I might not live long
enough to see this to its proper—oh, hell’s bells! NOW what's happening—? >>

He was interrupted by a hash of static.
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Chapter 6
Neurolink

/What? Charlie!/
—<mode-shift>—
>
>>
>>>
>>>>
>>>>>—<]oss of signal>—>>>>
>>
He couldn't hear the quarx over the static. There was some sort of jostling
going on, but he couldn't tell if it was within the data-connection, or on the outside.
The static faded, but there was still some sort of scratchy interference, like a
malfunctioning neurolink junction, or an audio speaker distorting a human voice.
For a moment, he felt a rush of panic. Was this going to be another devastating
breakdown, only without the neuro? It had seemed safe enough... but now the data-
connection was disintegrating, and all of Charlie's explanatory images had turned

to snow. The interference persisted a moment longer, before
>>

>>>>
>>>>><alpha-disconnect>—>>>>
>>>

>>

>
was followed by a stunning silence. The silence was broken only by the jangling of
his nerves and the slow return of his external senses.

/Charlie? Are you still there?/

The quarx stirred.

/Il I'm here, but so is someone else!
Open your eyes, John!
Open your eyes! ///

What the hell was Charlie talking about? Was someone else trying to get
access to his thoughts? Suddenly he realized that the quarx was speaking literally.
His eyelids flicked open, and in the gloom of his bunk, he saw the privacy-curtain
dimpling inward with rhythmic beats. Someone was whacking on it from the
outside. He heard a muffled voice. "Bandie! You in there? Hey, Bandie!"

/Il Who is it? ///

Bandicut groaned. /1 think | know. I'd better answer./

/// Don't tell them about me! ///
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/Gimme a break, will you?/ He opened the curtain a few inches and peered out
into the glare of the room light. "What d'ya want, Krackey?" he grunted.

His roommate, Gordon Kracking, was pacing back and forth in front of their
stacked bunks, waving his arms in obvious distress. Bandicut sighed. Krackey was
arguably one of the brightest individuals in the entire Triton operation—and also
one of the most ungainly, with angular bones and an owlish haircut; and whenever
he was really worked up about something, all of that mental power somehow
transformed him into a sight that reminded Bandicut of a crippled duck trying to
fly.

/Il Who is this? //]
the quarx asked.
/My friend,/ Bandicut sighed. /Don't mind him, he's a bit of a goak./
Il Goak—? /Il

"Bandie!" Kracking cried. "I knew you were in there!"

"Yeah, Krackey, you got me on that one. Now make a little room, will you?"
Bandicut pushed the curtain open and swung his feet out over the edge of the bunk.
At the same time, he sat up, banging his head on the bunk above him. "Ow!" He
cursed quietly. Three months in this place and he was still banging his goddamn
head on that goddamn bunk.

Krackey greeted him like a long-lost brother. "Bandie! What happened out
there, man? We were afraid you were a goner!"

Bandicut squinted back at him from the bunk. His head was still foggy with the
things Charlie had been saying, and he was trying to remember what it was they
had been talking about at the very end, before the interruption. He felt as if he had
awakened from a dream, and the threads of it were slipping away, even as he tried
to fix them in his memory. But it was too late; they were gone. "What are you
talking about?" he rasped finally.

Krackey cocked his head, eyes blazing. He had one blue and one green eye,
like a cat. "Bandie, everyone knows about it—how you fried your buggy and
would be frozen stiff out there if Genghis hadn't come along and gotten you
running again. What were you doing in the laser area anyway?"

Bandicut let out an annoyed breath. "Who said | was in the laser area?"

"That's what I heard,” said Krackey. "I don't know who said it first."

"What else did they say—that | went into orbit? Look, I didn't fry anything—
and it wasn't Genghis, it was Napoleon. And he didn't fix it, he just hopped a ride
back to save his lazy, robot ass the walk home."

Krackey was shaking his head. "Bandie, that's not the way people are saying it.
Look, man—I trust you, you know that. If you want me to set the record straight
for you—"

Bandicut sighed as he slid down from his bunk. "All right, Krackey. Yeah, |
guess | can tell you. What really happened is that | met an alien out there, and was
lucky to get back without being dissected alive."

I/l What are you doing!!! ///
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Krackey looked hurt as Bandicut walked past him. "Come on, John—I'll keep
it quiet if you want me to. But what really happened? | heard Jackson was fit to be
tied."

"I just told you."

I/l John, you PROMISED! ///

He ignored the quarx. "Look, Jackson should be put out of his misery, for all of
our sakes. | didn't do anything that—" He sighed. "Ah, never mind. You wouldn't
believe me anyway. No one else does." He traipsed into the lav, with Krackey
following. /Don't worry, Charlie. You don't think he'd actually believe me, do
you?/

"Come on, Bandie!" Krackey wailed.

11 Will he? /1]

/Not a chance./ Peering into the sink mirror at his angular, unshaven face and
his copper-green eyes, he thought, Do | look possessed? Are you in there, Charlie,
in those eyes? Sighing, he shook his head and glanced back at his friend. "Krack, if
you don't want to believe me, you can read all about it on the board newsies. They
won't have it right, either—but at least it'll be official."”

"Bandicoot, give me a break! Why'd they demote you to mining ops?
Something must have happened!" Krackey couldn't bear mysteries like this, and he
was staring at Bandicut imploringly. Suddenly his eyes widened and understanding
seemed to dawn. "Bandie!" He lowered his voice. "You didn't have one of those
damn fugues, did you?"

Bandicut nearly froze, but forced himself to bend to wash his hands and face.
He dried himself and said in a low voice, through the towel, "Now, Krackey—if
that's what had happened, they'd have me in the funny room already, wouldn't
they?" He peered up at his friend and was greeted with a sober gaze. He had had a
fugue, Krackey was realizing. "Look," Bandicut said quietly, "I'd appreciate it if
we could drop the subject for a while. You can just tell people that it was all blown
out of proportion. Really—I had a malfie, but | fixed it, and nothing happened.
Okay?"

Krackey nodded slowly. "Okay, Bandie." He hesitated, scratching the back of
his neck. "But listen—Ilet me know if it happens again, will you? You can't let this
keep happening. If it does, like it or not, you're going to have to see the docs."

Bandicut snorted.

"I mean it, Bandie."

"Yeah," Bandicut sighed. "I will. Okay?" He waited until Krackey nodded,
then he returned to zip up his bunk curtain, and he left the dorm without another
word.

He wasn't going to be able to just waltz around the base pretending nothing had
happened, he soon realized. He went to the cafeteria for an early supper, and by the
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time he'd finished eating, three different people had stopped to ask him what had
happened out on the plain—the unspoken gist being, are you still employed here,
and are you planning to do anything else that will screw up the works for the rest
of us? He answered the questions casually but tersely, and by the third time, he was
starting to feel pretty peeved.
I/l You aren't going to tell anyone else
that you met an alien,
are you? /Il
Charlie asked worriedly.

"You haven't heard me tell anyone, have you?" he snapped. Realizing that he
had just spoken aloud, he glanced around self-consciously, grateful that the room
was mostly empty. Careful! he thought. It was easy enough to direct his thoughts
inward, while maintaining outward silence, as long as he thought of it in terms of
neuro-connect. The trouble was that that state of mind tended to leave him with a
blank and rather stupid expression on his face, and that didn't seem like a very
helpful camouflage.

The quarx persisted.

I/l When you told Krackey before...about me.
Was that a joke? ///
He shrugged. /Ha ha./
/Il I'm serious! ///

/Yeah, okay. Yes, it was a joke./ He finished his tempeh-and-tomato sandwich
and began picking at the custard dessert.

/I Well...was it a joke on me,
or on Krackey? ///

Bandicut stared at the wall, knowing he had a dumb expression on his face, but
unable to help it. /I'll leave that for you to figure out,/ he said. /Jeez, Charlie, |
thought you said you'd learned all about us by watching TV. You sound like a raw
recruit! What kind of an invader are you?/

/Il I'm not any kind of an invader! ///

/Hah! Gotcha./

/11 Oh.
That was another joke.
Like on TV.
Right? ///

Before he could think of a response, Bandicut heard a sudden rush of laughter
in his mind, like a gust of wind blowing open a door. He almost choked on his
custard. /What was that for?/ he grunted in bewilderment.

/Il Laughtrack.
Isn't that how jokes are answered,
on TV? /Il

Bandicut shook his head in bewilderment. /What are you talking about? I've

never even heard of such a thing./
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I/ No? Really? ///

/1 think you're operating with some rather quaint and outmoded ideas, Charlie.
Maybe we should sit and watch the holo for a few days, and just let you catch up./
Bandicut rose from the table and hooked a thumb at the busrobot, pointing to his
dirty dishes on the table. The robot twitched slightly; he could have sworn that it
shrugged and looked away from him. Shaking his head, he loped out of the
cafeteria, moving along an empty third-level corridor.

I/l Were you serious about watching TV?
| don't think we can afford the time— ///

/1 was most certainly not serious. Look Charlie—if you don't mind, I'd like to
cut the crap here and start understanding what's happening to my life./

/' think that's wise. ///

Bandicut nodded and stopped to peer out one of the corridor windows, with a
view toward the main surface mining area. A cloud of vapor was rising from
beyond the intervening building structures; the lasers were back in operation,
burning away ices and rock in search of embedded metals. The metals of a
civilization from another star system, another eon...a civilization destroyed by war.
The images that the quarx had shared with him rose again in his mind. It occurred
to him that he was the only human being alive who knew the actual source and
history of those metals.

He felt a sudden, deep sadness in his heart, and realized that Charlie was also
seeing those images again, and grieving for what had been. /I'm sorry, Charlie./

The quarx stirred uneasily, and changed the subject.

/'l guess | still have some things
to explain to you. ///

/I haven't forgotten. But your "mission” isn't the only thing I have to think
about. | need to go check the system boards and see what sort of reassignment
they've given me. Just because I've been given a mission to save the Earth doesn't
mean | don't still have a job to do here. Unless you decide our mission is urgent
enough to let me talk.../

The quarx spoke up hastily.

/Il No.
We can always go public, if the situation warrants.
But we can't then go unpublic,
if you follow. ///

/Yes, well.../ Bandicut turned to continue down the corridor.

"John!" he heard, from behind him. It was a woman's voice. He turned and saw
Georgia Patwell from ops coming his way with a relaxed, loping, long-legged
stride that seemed to fit perfectly with the low gravity. She was accompanied by
another woman, about six inches shorter, who was moving with a more energetic
gait. Bandicut recognized the other woman from the exoarchaeology group down
in the basement.

"Hi," he said, hoping he wouldn't be asked one more time what he'd done
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wrong.

"Bandie, I thought you were going to give Stelnik hives today, when you
dropped out of contact,” Georgia said, gliding to a stop with a grin. "I know |
shouldn't, but | have to give you credit. That was great."”

"Uh—thanks."

"You're all right, though, aren't you?" She suddenly looked concerned. "I read
your report. | don't know where everyone else is getting their ideas, but it sounds as
if they're trying to elect you sacrificial lamb of the week."

"I, uh—"

"You know my friend, don't you?" Georgia turned slightly to include the other
woman in the conversation. "Julie Stone, from exoarch? John Bandicut, survey
ops?"

Bandicut gulped and nodded, trying to smile. "I, uh—yes, | think we've met—"

Julie offered a hand to shake. "In the rec area. I've seen you playing
EineySteiney, but | don't think we've been introduced." Her face flashed with a
quick smile, then became inscrutable. She was pretty, Bandicut thought, with short
brown hair and blue eyes; and she was probably thinking to herself, so this is the
goak who fried his neuros, and then fried a rover for good measure and held up
half the station's operations for a couple of hours. Good one to stay away from, she
was probably thinking.

He felt a sudden temptation to introduce Charlie to the two women, then felt
his face flush as he realized he was still shaking her hand. "Nice to meet you," he
croaked, letting go.

"I guess you had kind of a tough day," Julie offered. "Georgia was just telling
me about it."

Great, Bandicut groaned inwardly. He took a breath and nodded. "It
wasn't...one of my better days. | was just on my way to...see where I've been
reassigned."

"Well, good luck," said Julie.

"Hang in there, Bandie," Georgia said, patting him on the arm as she continued
on her way with Julie.

Thanks, Bandicut whispered silently. He sighed and followed the women, but
slowly, allowing them to disappear through the bulkhead doors ahead of him.

/Il You seemed rather
ill at ease with those women, ///
the quarx noted.

Bandicut shrugged. /Not with Georgia. She's easy to be friends with. She's
married, of course, which is probably why. No threat, you know. But the other
one—/ He hesitated.

/1l Julie?
Didn't she fit your idea of...
friendliness? ///
/Uh-huh. That's why | was...well. | always expect the worst, somehow, when |
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meet a woman | like. | always figure something will go wrong, that they'll wind
up...not...1 don't know why./
/Il Hm. [/]

/What do you mean, "Hm™? You aren't going to start psychoanalyzing me, are
you?/

/I Well, no, but...I just wondered...
Is this the way you always relate
to women? ///

Bandicut stopped at another window and pressed his fingers to the supertherm
glass. Just on the other side of that pane was a rarefied atmosphere at a temperature
much closer to absolute zero than to the temperature inside which was keeping him
alive. Sometimes it was a distraction to think about things like that, but right now
he found that it focused his thoughts remarkably. /I don't really have many
relationships with women, Charlie, except for a few...friends...like Georgia./

The quarx was silent for a moment.

/// Didn't I glimpse
something about a...niece? ///

/Dakota? Well, yes—she was orphaned when the rest of my family was killed
in the Chunnel. But Charlie, she's just a girl, plus she's related. That's hardly the
same thing./

/// But you're
sending her some of your earnings? ///

Bandicut shrugged. /Big deal. | couldn't let her depend on my sister-in-law's
family, could 1?7/

M Um... [l

/She's a nice kid, Dakota. | want her to have a chance when she gets older./
Bandicut turned away from the window with a sigh. /I gotta go see where I'm
posted for work tomorrow. Want to come?/ He started back down the corridor,
passing several people and not meeting their eyes.

/// Ho ho.
John, | have an idea.
Is there anything you have to be doing
right now? ///

/Besides checking the postings? | guess not./ He thought of the sleep he was

going to need if he was posted to mining work tomorrow. /Except—/
/Il You can sleep later.

I think you'll like this idea. ///

/I'm listening./
/Il Good.
Is there someplace we can go,
where if you still had your neuro,
you'd be able to connect to the datanet? ///

Bandicut walked a little more briskly. /I guess so. Why?/
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/Il There's something I'd like to try.
| might be able to improve
on what we did a while ago. ///

/You're going to try to plug me in?/ Bandicut felt his pulse rate increase.
/Well—there are the operations centers, but we couldn't just walk in and use them.
Anyway, | can't just plug in—or even pretend to—without people noticing.
Charlie, everyone knows I lost my neuro!/

/I Isn't there someplace private? ///

/1 suppose we could use the rec center. That wouldn't give us full datanet
access, but we could reach some of the public info services. We could use a booth,
and nobody would know if we were connecting direct, or by screen./

/Il Sounds perfect.
Let's go. //l

*

From the smell of the rec center, someone had thrown a party here recently,
with liberal amounts of locally fermented, hydroponic-grain beverages. By now,
the dep-heads had probably plastered the system board with notices warning
against any future such occurrences. Bandicut wrinkled his nose against the stale
beer smell and found an empty booth. He didn't give a damn what management
thought, as long as they didn't try to associate him with it.

/Here we go,/ he said, locking the booth door and sliding into the console seat.
/This is where people come when they want to send or receive messages from in-
system. They expect people to be looking for privacy here. But we aren't going to
get the higher functions./

I We'll see. /1]

He raised his eyebrows, but didn't ask what the quarx meant. /How do you
want to do this? First | need to check the postings. | can do that from here./ He
poked at the screen controls and brought up the newest notices and job listings. He
noted that a brief summary of his mishap was posted, with a warning that until an
investigation was completed, all rover electrical systems should be regarded as
susceptible to possible cryo-failure. /They bought it,/ he muttered in disbelief. He
checked the job postings and cursed. He was to report to mining ops for the early
shift the next day. /They didn't buy it that much./ With a sigh, he flicked off the
screen. He didn't even want to read the newsies of his accident, knowing how
much the local amateur newsie reporters took from the rumor mills.

/What do you want me to do?/ he asked the quarx.

/Il Put the 'trodes on your head. ///

/Charlie, they took my implants out. There's nothing for the 'trodes to connect

to./
/] Leave that to me. ///
He reached for the headset and hesitated, hands holding the set in midair. /Are



Jeffrey A. Carver NEPTUNE CROSSING 65

you sure you know what you're doing? If this goes wrong.../
/I 1t might not work.
But | don't think there's any danger. ///

Though he found this less than wholly reassuring, Bandicut positioned the
neural set over his temples. The inductance electrodes pressed firmly against the
spots on either side where he had once had receptor plates implanted under his
skin. The contact made him acutely aware of the emptiness, the lack of what had
once felt as important to him as his eyes, or his hands.

I/l Okay, | need to make some adjustments.
Try to keep your thoughts still. ///

He tried. He pushed away a fleeting rush of excitement at the thought that the
guarx might actually be able to work a miracle here. He thought of the medical
labs; he thought of the wrecked buggy; he thought of sleep; he thought of a pink
elephant. He thought of how miserable he was going to feel if he got his hopes up
for this and then nothing happened.

/Il Hush, John.
Wait...maybe I can help. ///

He felt something like a warm, soft rain in his mind and felt the thoughts melt
away, leaving him relaxed and expectant. The quarx must have done something to
give him soothing alpha-wave relaxation. It was blissful.

There was a brief rush of static, and then he fell off the edge of a cliff into a

deep, long, weightless fall...
>
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>

—<mode shift>—

Lights sparkled around him, like a fishing net encrusted with diamonds, flung
against a night sky. Each light burned with possibility, with connectedness and
energy. His heart leaped. The linkup was a little rough, but...this was precisely
what he had been hoping for...if it was real.

Charlie cut in.

It is real.
Is this the datanet we should be looking for? ///

/Charlie—this shouldn't be possible! Not without the neuros! How did you do
it?/
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/Il Oh, it was just
a matter of making certain cross-connections
in the neuronal structure— ///
/You mean, altering my brain?/
/1l Well, no.
| mean, not—well, no.
I mean using MY quasi-neuronal capacities
to bridge the missing elements
in YOUR neuronal system.
| merely altered certain characteristics
of the space-time matrix around your neurons.
It's basically how
| talk to you, anyway. ///
/Ah,/ he thought dizzily. /That was another thing I'd been meaning to ask you
about./
/Il Now you know.
But let's not get bogged down in technical details.
We have a lot to do,
now that we're tuned in and turned on,
as your people like to say. ///
/I've never said that—/
/Il Fucking figure of speech, okay? ///
Bandicut blinked, then laughed out loud. /Charlie! You just made a joke! Did
you know you just made a joke?/
/// Ha ha.
| think we should get busy here.
| see a lot going on,
and | think we should explore it.
Let's tie into some of those glittering bangles
and see what there is to see.
Are you with me? ///
/Where else would | be?/
A tendril of light leaped out and linked him, sizzling, to one, then two, then
three of the pulsing nexi of data.
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Chapter 7
Datanet

>> ..CERES EXCHANGE down 23 points in final trading. Following are
highlighted prices (Euroyen): ..... Asteroid Aggregate, 75.73 ...... Boeing-Ford
Pressure Hulls, 64.94 ...... Ceres-Mars Express, 57.60 ... >>

Stock quotes? They were flying by in a blur. Directly above and below it were
other streams of data, just as blinding. He blinked his attention back to the quotes:

>> ..Sanyo Mining & Extraction, 83.25 ...... Sirtus Astronics, 54.76 ......
SemiOps Systems, 93.44 ... >>

He jerked his attention away. What the hell did he care about stock prices?
And why would Charlie care?

The quarx spoke from his accustomed position in the center of Bandicut's
CoNnsciousness.

/1 don't know if it's relevant.
But it is interesting. ///

One of the other channels was a political digest service. News capsules were

streaming past:

>> ..Secretary of the New England Nations denied Vatican assertions that
recent state-sponsored ordinations of women were intended to subvert the
authority of the Papacy. Observers noted significant contradictions,
however....

>> ..third attempt on the life of Renaldo Pelliquez, CEO of the Caribbean
Coalition, thwarted when an eleven-year-old street hawker noticed a
suspicious vehicle in the central plaza of Ponce, Puerto Rico....

>> ...New efforts to open North China to world trade received a setback
when.... >>

He could only snatch a sentence or two at a time; it was like trying to drink
from a fire hose. He lurched from the political channel into another, a geyser of
musical/video entertainment. It was compressed, accelerated, impossible to track.

/Il Ride with it, John.
Go with the flow. ///

/Go with the flow? I can't keep up with this!/

/Il Your baud rate was a little low,
so | increased it,
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to get as much data as possible. ///

He tried, but it was impossible to keep up with the flow—or to back away from

it. /I can't do it, Charlie! You're drowning me!/
/Il Okay, wait—
let's try a different perspective... ///

The riptide of data dropped away abruptly, so that he seemed to be looking
down over the datastreams from a great height. He gasped for breath. Everything
was changed: the data were a topography, a smooth blur of broad brushstrokes, a
swirling of smoke, the individual data-points no more visible than the molecules of
water in Niagara Falls. It was easier to watch now, but he couldn't quite see the
point of it.

/1l Watch this. ///

He blinked, and it changed again: the viewpoint flicking wider, then wider
again. He saw a hundred more channels of fluid movement, on a vast scale, as if he
were floating high above a carved and runneled plain, watching fluvial motion as
the gods might watch it. He was reminded of fractal imagery in which certain
geometric qualities persisted even through repeated changes of scale. It was an
orchestrated image of turbulence, chaotic beyond his comprehension.

/] Precisely.
Fascinating, isn't it? ///

/Yes, | suppose so—but what good is it? | thought you wanted information
about—/ He paused and thought a moment. /Actually, what did you want
information about?/

/Il For now, exactly what you're seeing.
The details are still entrained in the raw data,
but we don't need them just now. ///

/We don't? Why not?/

The quarx coughed delicately.

/Il By "we," actually,
| meant the translator and 1. ///

Bandicut felt strangely let down. /Oh. You mean, | wouldn't be able to
understand it even if you told me?/

/Il I meant no offense, John.
Remember, we talked about dynamical chaos
and ways of analyzing it? ///

Bandicut strained to remember. They'd gotten interrupted, and he hadn't quite
been following it to begin with.

/1l Well,
this information can be translated
into a harmonic resonance
that will ultimately,
through various cycles of analysis,
move us toward that answer you wanted. ///
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Bandicut remained mute with incomprehension.

/Il About what's going to hit the Earth?
And what to do about it? ///

/Ah. That./ Bandicut watched the strange graphical display with an uneasy
feeling of disconnectedness. Whatever information was contained in there was
going to remain completely incomprehensible, unless Charlie did something to
explain it.

I/l John? Are you listening?
I'm trying to help.
Do you hear that musical activity? ///

He listened. In the background there was indeed a deep, thrumming harmonic
rhythm, which he supposed could be called music. /Yes./

/Il Well, that's the sound of the turbulence,
filtered and partially transformed.
To me, it's still mostly incomprehensible.
But the translator can actually turn this
into useful attractor-equations. ///

Bandicut felt a great ringing emptiness where his understanding was supposed
to be. Still, he had to try. /You mean...to predict broad changes in...patterns of...?/
His voice trailed off.

/Il Not exactly.
I mean, that can be done, yes.
But what we really want
IS to derive actual detail from this— ///
Detail? /How's that?/ Bandicut croaked.
/Il —though Heaven forbid
you should ask me how. ///
He blinked, and felt an involuntary snarl rising in his throat. /I am asking you!/
/Il Well, I acknowledge the question.
But it's all in the translator's core programs,
which I did not create,
and only partially understand.
As | explained before,
| am neither the owner,
nor the designer,
nor the master,
of the translator.
| am merely paired up with it. //
Bandicut absorbed that with some incredulity, but the quarx continued without
pause.
/Il Anyway, we're getting good data here,
but | need a way to channel it to the translator. ///
/ls that a problem? | thought you had everything locked in. I thought you had
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our TV and our datanet and all that shit./
/Il Well, yes.
We had all that...shit...
as you so finely put it. //
Bandicut frowned. /You mean, you don't now?/
/Il Sadly, no.
The TV was the first to go,
when they stopped using open broadcasts. ///
/So you missed out on a lot of good programming, huh? What about the
datanet? You seem to know it pretty well./
[/l That's on a tightline from stations in-system,
just like TV now. ///
Bandicut was still puzzled. /So, can't you pick up the laser beam?/
/Il Well, we could.
But when you put your base here,
we had to move ourselves underground,
out of sight.
That meant modulating through the ice,
which was okay—until your mining ops
started blanketing the surface with smog deposition.
Now we can only pick up local transmissions,
and even that's difficult. ///
/But wait—you knew | was coming along toward your little cavern, didn't you?
How'd you know that?/
/Il Altogether different matter.
That was my direct sensing.
| felt your presence and state of mind.
But as for monitoring general activity
throughout the solar system—
that's been hard. ///
/My apologies,/ Bandicut said, not even sure why he felt the impulse to be
sarcastic.
Charlie appeared not to notice.
/Il Thanks to your help,
this is the best datastream we've had in years. ///
/Uh-huh. So now that you've got it, what are you going to do with it? How are
you going to get it to the translator?/
/Il 1'm not sure, actually.
But I can hold quite a lot in memory,
while we figure out a way. ///
IWe?/
/Il You and I.
If you come up with a good idea,
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don't think I won't listen to it. ///
Bandicut nodded to himself, unsure whether to be flattered or not.
I/l Hey—look at that signal over there! ///

He felt a sudden slowdown in the transmission speed. The fractal-landscape
dropped away, and an image-panel flipped up into view. It held the face of a man,
who looked directly into Bandicut's eyes. A voice boomed into Bandicut's head
like a bass drum:

>> "SEE HOW MUCH FASTER YOU CAN TRANSLOAD THAT ALL
IMPORTANT DATACACHE WHEN YOU OPEN AN ACCOUNT WITH
PLANETVIEW ONLINE SYSTEMS!

>> "FOR A LOW-COST DEMONSTRATION, ALL YOU HAVE TO
DO IS SAY 'OKAY—I'LL TRY

>> "OUR INSTANT-EXCHANGE SYSTEM WILL OPEN A
TEMPORARY ACCOUNT FOR YOU WITHOUT SIGNAL DELAY—
EVEN IF YOU'RE CALLING FROM ONE OF OUR DISTANT
PLANETARY OUTPOSTS. GIVE US A TRY NOW!" >>

/Il Hey, let's do it, ///

the quarx urged.

/Why? It'd take eight hours for our request to bounce to Earth and back—/

/// No no,
they've got it in terminal memory.
We can get on right away.
Let'sdo it. ///

/That all depends on whether | have the credit for whatever you have in mind,/

Bandicut answered cautiously, tempted despite himself.
/Il They said it's low cost, ///

the quarx pointed out.

The salesman nodded and jabbed his finger at Bandicut.

>> ""Your friend has the right idea, sir! There's absolutely no risk. You'll
have your account at once, and if you're not one hundred percent satisfied,
we'll cancel with no further obliga—"" >>

/All right, all right,/ Bandicut groaned.

>> "All you have to do is say—"" >>

/I'll try it now!/ Bandicut growled, hoping to cut off the sales pitch.
I/l No, no—you're supposed to say— ///

>> "Close enough." >>
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The salesman winked and vanished, and in his place a large menu of options
appeared, floating in space. Blinking at the top were the words:

<< ACCOUNT NOW ACTIVE! >>
<< The more you use it, the cheaper it becomes! >>

/Sure,/ Bandicut muttered. He sensed Charlie stirring eagerly. /So what do you
want to do with this?/

Il May 1? /1]

He nodded and a flash of light stabbed out and touched a point on the menu
index. Faster than he could follow, a submenu blinked on, and another light
stabbed, calling up a third menu, then a fourth. Each time, the quarx made its
choice before Bandicut could read the menu. Something to do with astronomical
data...

/Il Ah, here we are! ///

Pages of letters and numbers began swarming past at a dizzying rate. Bandicut
blinked, trying to follow. It looked familiar. It was familiar; it was a table of data
on the positions and movements of astronomical bodies.

/1s that an ephemeris?/ he protested. /Charlie, you could have gotten that stuff
from the station library! It wouldn't have cost a cent!/

For a few moments there was no answer, as the data spun past at a rate too fast
to follow. Then the quarx answered softly,

/Il Library? Oh... /Il

Bandicut sighed and watched the flow, not as individual datapoints, but as a
flowing stream. The effort was giving him a headache. /Say, Charlie—/

The quarx sounded subdued.

/Il Are you angry? /l/

/1 should be. But I'm wondering something. This obviously isn't being
transmitted from off Triton. So how are they getting it to us so fast? | mean, it's one
thing to have a sign-up module here in terminal memory, but they can't have their
whole damn database loaded up to Triton!/

/Il Hmm...good question.
Give me a moment to check something. ///

At that instant, the datastream ended, and a message scrolled across Bandicut's
vision:

>> You have received all of the data available at your present location.
For a more in-depth output, please note your request now, and you will be
notified when the additional information has been transmitted from our core
systems in Earth orbit. Please remember: even Planetview can't violate the
speed of light, hard though we may try. But no one can fulfill your request
faster than PLANETVIEW! >>
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/I We'd like the full, updated ephemeris—
including all comets and asteroids.
Okay? ///
The question seemed to be directed at Bandicut; but without waiting for his
reply, a beam of light flashed out and made the request.

>> Thank you. From Triton, your request will take a minimum of eight
hours to fulfill. Thank you for using— >>

/Would you cut that damn thing off, please?/

The sound dropped to a whisper.

/So tell me. Where'd they get that ephemeris you just filed away?/

/I Actually...
er...I'm sorry, John...
| didn't realize... ///

/What?/

The quarx’s voice was apologetic.

/Il Well, from the datapath...
um...it looks like they fed it to us from,
uh, the station library. ///

There was a long silence, before Bandicut murmured, /You're telling me we
just paid them through the nose to tap our own station library and feed it right back
to us?/

/I Um...
| guess | owe you one, John.
Was it very expensive? ///
He exhaled noisily. /Let's check the charges. There it is. Ho-ly smokes!/
The quarx cringed. It felt to Bandicut as if his brain were wrinkling.
/Il 1s it that bad?
Or are you joking again? ///
He held out for a moment longer, before releasing the tension with a chuckle.
/Aw, | guess | can afford it okay. It'll cost me a coupla' beers, though./
/Il Good.
| mean...I'm sorry.
But anyway, you can't take it with you—
right? ///

Bandicut stared at a point in the dataspace where he imagined a quarx might be
floating. /Now what exactly did you mean by that? Was that a figure of speech, or
are you planning to take me somewhere?/

Charlie seemed nonplussed.

/// Nothing!
Fucking figure of speech! ///
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A raucous laugh came up, Charlie's "laughtrack™ covering up his embarrassment,
rather poorly.

Bandicut made a mental cutting-of-the-throat gesture. He was rewarded with
silence. /Are we done now? Can we get the hell out of this con operation?/

The answering voice was very small.

/Il Okay. ///

The Planetview menus vanished. Bandicut was about to disconnect from the
datanet as a whole, when he felt something like a hand touching him, lightly
restraining him.

/Il Just one more thing?
Please? ///

He sighed tolerantly. /What this time?/

I/l Something | just thought of. ///

In the dark of the silenced datanet, a beam of light flicked out, triggering
something he couldn't quite see. Before he could even ask, he felt a series of
reactions cascading through the dataspace around him, dominoes falling through
the silence and the dark. Though he couldn't quite follow what was happening, he
had an uncomfortable suspicion that Charlie was somehow altering some of the
fixed parameters of the datanet connection. He thought he heard an alarm sounding
somewhere just at the edge of the system, but it fell silent so quickly that he wasn't
actually sure he had heard it.

/Il 1 hope no one else heard it, either. ///

/What are you doing?/

//l Hold on—
I've just about got the uplink
to the orbital station... ///
IWHAT?/
I/l Now, if | can just defocus
their downlink beam by a hair... ///

Suddenly, without actually seeing the quarx's actions, he had a shockingly
clear view of its results. He felt a dizzying buzz, datastreams flowing through his
brain faster even than before, flashing through some jury-rigged linkage in the
base's dataflow system, beaming up to the support station in orbit above Triton and
flashing back down in a slightly widened and misaligned signal beam...a beam that
just grazed the terrain where Bandicut and his rover had meandered.

A beam that at this moment was no doubt being monitored by an alien machine
In a subterranean cavern.

/ICHARLIE!/

[/l Almost done.
A few more seconds...
there.
Off.
Signal back to normal— ///
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/Charlie!/ he whispered dizzily.
I/l —no essential communications interrupted,
just a brief anomaly in the transmission,
and if anybody traces it
they'll just wonder how the hell some ancient TV program
called "Father Knows Best"
got interposed over routine telemetry.
And why so much static.
Heh, heh. ///

Bandicut was weak with horror, with awe, with astonishment. /Jesus mokin'
fokin' Christ, Charlie!/ he whispered, when he had regained the ability to speak.
/Did you actually get all that data transmitted to your wonder-machine?/

/'l think so.
As for whether it was received and understood
| don't know yet.
But as they say,
you have to make hay while the sun shines.
Thanks for the help, pardner. ///

For a moment, Bandicut could not think of how to respond. Make hay while
the sun shines? What the hell did that mean? He felt a sudden, draining self-doubt.
Had he just betrayed his race to a clever alien invader...or taken the first step
toward saving Earth?

I/l John—it's going to be okay. ///

It wasn't as if he was used to this sort of thing, even in neurolink. He just had

no idea what to think, or say.
/Il We can leave now, if you want, ///
said the quarx softly.
/1 1 believe
you wanted to get some sleep? ///
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Chapter 8
Mining Ops

He slept the sleep of the dead, emotionally and physically exhausted. When
he'd first gotten back to his bunk, he'd been a nervous wreck, totally unable to
sleep; but the quarx had touched something here in his mind, and there, and he had
miraculously dropped off in a matter of minutes.

At some point during the night, he became aware of dreaming. He did not
wake, but felt a profound inner certainty that came to life even in the depths of
sleep. The dream was alien and at times alarming: images of ghostly lights drifting
in darkness, and rushing toward him at great speed before expanding and turning
inside out, with a bewildering series of flashes, and an abrupt twisting of the
darkness. He felt that this was something more than just images of lights—that it
was space-time itself twisting and devouring its own tail, that it was some quarxly
transformation or journey, and he found himself unaccountably frightened and
lonely...

And as that dream image flickered away, he glimpsed a creature like a slender
tree trunk swaying in the wind, and he recognized it as one of the Fffff'tink. He
knew that his quarx, or at least a quarx very like the quarx he knew, had lived in its
mind for a very long time, during which the Fffff'tink endured solar flares,
earthquakes, and opposition from its own fellows as it struggled to help move a
remnant of its people into space, to escape a dying world. And during that time, the
quarx died several times; and in the end, when the Fffff'tink died, releasing it, the
guarx never learned for certain whether the Fffff'tink civilization had survived or
not...

Base-morning came all too soon. Bandicut awoke to a chirruping alarm-clock
sound and rolled over, remembering with a shiver the dreams, and then the
presence of the quarx in his mind; and for a moment, he wanted to ask, do all of
your hosts die in terrible catastrophes, but before he could form the words, he fell
asleep again.

The next time he awoke, it was to a brash bugle call in his head, blatting a
musical reveille.

/Il GOOD MAWWWNIN', TRITONNNN! ///

He groaned, pushing himself up on one elbow. "What the kr'deekin' hell?" And
then he realized the source, and his vision turned red, even in the darkness of the
bunk. /Charlie, what are you—/

/] 1t's from an old movie!
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Just trying to help you start the day right! ///

/Well, DON'T!/ He practically screamed the words out loud.

/Il Sorry...1 guess | didn't— ///

/No, you didn't. I do not like to be awakened that way. Ever. | do not have a
sense of humor in the morning./ Bandicut sank back and ran his hand through his
hair, blinking in an effort to come fully awake.

/| really didn't mean to— ///
/Never mind. Just let me wake up, okay? God, were those your memories | was
dreaming?/ The dream images clung to him like cobwebs, vague but troubling.
/] Probably.
| was...dreaming...myself.
Was it...the Fffff'tink? ///

The quarx's voice was muted, and seemed sad.

He sighed, nodding, and rolled back up on one elbow. /Hell of an
autobiography you could write, man./ He was answered by silence, which was
perhaps just as well. For a little while, he thought, he would like to hear just one
voice in his head. He yanked his privacy-curtain aside and slid down from his
bunk. He made no effort to greet the others who were emerging from their cubbies,
but went straight into the shower with his wash kit. By the time he came out,
somewhat more awake, he saw that Krackey was up. He greeted his friend with a
grunt.

"Mining ops today?" Krackey murmured sympathetically.

He nodded and shrugged on his jumpsuit. Krackey seemed to recognize his
need for quiet this morning, for which he was grateful.

Not everyone else was so respectful. "Bandicoot!" called Mick Eddison, a tall,
whiplike, moodily dispositioned man who worked in the deep mines. "l hear you're
coming down to join us in some real hands-on work today. You going to be one of
the guys for a change?"

Bandicut sighed, realizing that there was no hope of avoiding this sort of
needling. "Well, Eddie—since you asked—I heard you guys weren't doing too well
down there. Not enough brains, is the way Cole Jackson put it to me. So | offered
to come help you out."

Eddison glared at him, but several of the others guffawed at Eddison's expense
and snapped their towels at him until he shouted, "Keep that up, and I'm gonna put
someone's kreekin' head through that wall!" That brought some thumping from the
opposite side of the wall. Bandicut left to go to breakfast, shaking his head in
amused exasperation.

/I Are they always so...crude? ///
Charlie wondered on the way to the cafeteria.

/Hah! Charlie, my friend, this is the working man's world,/ Bandicut answered.

/We don't exactly run what you would call a highbrow operation here./
/Il Apparently not.
May | ask: why do they call you Bandicoot? ///
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Bandicut took his place in the food service line. /It's just a dumb nickname they
gave me. It's an animal—either a rat, or a marsupial, depending on whether you're
talking India or Australia. | looked it up. They're both pretty ugly critters./

/// Oh. I think | see.
Would you like me to call you Bandicoot also? ///

/Try it and you'll be one dead mokin' goak,/ Bandicut threatened cheerfully.
/Bad enough | have to put up with it from these cretins. From you | expect respect./

Charlie hesitated.

/[l Oh. Now I think | see. ///

Bandicut slid a plate of cultured eggs onto his tray, along with some toast and a
cup of roastamoke, and looked for a quiet place to sit. He knew he wouldn't get
through breakfast without more ribbing from his coworkers, but most of it turned
out to be good natured. He was finally starting to feel almost good—except for a
busrobot that was chittering annoyingly at him as he dumped his own breakfast
tray—when Eddison walked in and asked loudly, "So whose team are they putting
you on, Bandicoot? Whose equipment gets fried today?"

Bandicut handed his empty tray to the robot to shut it up. "Well, now I guess
that's up to Herb, isn't it?" he said mildly. "If we're both lucky, it won't be yours."

/Il Who's Herb? ///
Charlie asked, preventing him from hearing Eddison’s reply over the muttering of
laughter, which was probably just as well.

/Herb Massengale. The mining supervisor./

/Il You don't sound happy. ///

Bandicut followed the general movement of workers down the corridor. /I

think, if | had a choice, I'd rather work with Lonnie Stelnik,/ he said.
/1l My.
Are all of your supervisors so unpleasant? ///

Bandicut chuckled. /Well, now, haven't you just put your finger on it. Lemme
put it this way. Lonnie Stelnik's self-centered and ambitious, but at least he's no
dummy. Cole Jackson's different—he's a cowardly rule-worshiper—but give him
his due, he's not dumb, either. But Herb Massengale? Well, you'll see./

Charlie seemed thoughtful.

/Why so quiet, suddenly? Are you wondering why you aliens ever bothered
listing humanity on the roll call of sentient species?/ he asked. When there was no
answer, he added, /We are on the rolls, aren't we? Of sentient species?/

I Mmm. /1]
/What the hell does that mean? Oh, | get it—that was a joke, right?/
Charlie seemed to clear his quarxian throat.

/1l Sort of.

But the truth is,
I'm wondering about the people in authority here.
Their character...well, we must take it into account,
when we make our plans. ///
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/Ah./ Bandicut grunted. /I wish I could offer you more encouragement on that
score./ He followed a group of men toward the ready room, but paused when he
heard Gordon Kracking's voice behind him in the corridor.

"Bandie—didn't you look at the postings this morning?"

He turned around. "No, I looked last night. Why?"

Krackey caught up with him. "You're not supposed to be here. You're supposed
to be upstairs for a hearing on your accident."

"You're sure?"

"Sure I'm sure. | work on the system board, don't I?"

Bandicut grinned. "Reprieve! Thanks, Krackey." He turned and started back
the other way, heading for the pole up.

He ascended the pole with a few easy arm-over-arm pulls and stepped off on
the third and top floor of the station. The briefing room was just past Cole
Jackson's office, near the station commander's. He could hear Jackson's voice, and
Lonnie Stelnik's. What fun, he thought. /Charlie, if they start grilling me, be ready
with some good answers, all right?/

/I 'l do my best. ///

"There he is!" said Stelnik, as Bandicut walked into the cramped conference
room. The station commander's administrative assistant, a thin Chinese woman
named Li Chang, was there also.

"You might have let a guy know," Bandicut said, taking a seat. "As of last
night, you had me slated for the mines this morning."

Cole Jackson pushed up his eyeglasses and smiled. “Don't worry, John. We'll
get you right back down there. But first we'd like you to look over your report and
tell us if there's anything you'd like to add or change." He pushed his glasses up his
nose again and handed Bandicut a hard copy of his report.

Bandicut glanced at the paper. "Has Pacho found the problem yet?"

Stelnik snorted. Jackson answered, "Mr. Rawlins has not yet determined the
cause of the malfunction, no. In fact, he admits to being rather puzzled." Jackson
glanced at Stelnik as though expecting a vulgar characterization. When none was
forthcoming, he continued, "Therefore, John, it's especially important that you
search your memory for anything that could illuminate the cause of the incident.
We're holding up the survey for the time being, but we can't do that forever."

Bandicut nodded, and frowned down at his report. /For a pack of lies, it looks
pretty reasonable,/ he muttered to the quarx. He swallowed, trying to maintain a
normal expression. "No, | wish | could help you, but I think this really about
covers it," he said. /Give or take an alien or two./

/Il Only one. ///

"Take your time, John. This is important."

"Well, yes, but—"
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"Let me emphasize," Jackson said, with a sideways glance at Chang, who
would be reporting to the station commander. "We have certain quotas to fulfill—"

"You can't put quotas on finding alien metal deposits," Bandicut pointed out.

"Perhaps not. But we have gquotas on volume and tonnage to be processed, and
it is very important that we meet those quotas,"” Jackson said, somewhat more
sternly than was necessary. "This is not a game! We are here at enormous expense
to the MINEXFO consortium, and there are important products to be developed
from our findings. It is crucial that we demonstrate progress. There are consortium
shareholders to satisfy, and potential competitors who might want to replace us
here. | just want to make sure you understand that, John."

"l understand it," Bandicut said testily. "I'm ready to go back out as soon as
you fix my rover."

Jackson sat back, pressing his hands together in front of his face. After
studying Bandicut for a moment, he nodded, with another glance at Chang, who
had not said a word and looked as though she did not intend to. "Very well. But we
cannot do so until we are certain we have established safe working conditions.”" He
cleared his throat noisily. "Well, then, if we might go through this report, we will
try to clarify any points of confusion. Lonnie, would you like to take it from that
angle?"

Stelnik’s eyes glinted as he sat forward and said, "Indeed. John, tell me—with
reference to your report of lost communications and navigation—what was your
first indication of trouble yesterday?"

Bandicut took a breath. /What did you tell that robot?/ he whispered silently.

/Il A voltage spike,
scrambling the nav settings... ///

He caught himself in the act of nodding to the quarx, and let the movement
continue as a nod to Stelnik. "Well, Lonnie—I was just out of visual range of
marker Wendy when | saw a fluctuation in the nav. | suspected a voltage spike. But
the comm dropped out before | could call in..."

If his listeners were forming opinions, he could not discern it on their faces as
he continued spinning his tale.

"Thank you, John. We'll be in touch as the investigation proceeds, and we'll
call you back if we have further questions. You can report to mining ops now."

"Right. See you around, Cole. Lonnie."

The quarx spoke softly as he slid back down the pole to the first level.

/Il What was the purpose of that meeting, John? ///

Bandicut stepped off and walked toward the ready room for the second time
that morning. /Charlie, you've just witnessed modern management at its best. What
you saw was a careful effort by Jackson to make sure that he and the company are
covered, if any questions arise—either about safety, or productivity./
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/1l Uh-huh. ///

/Plus, Lonnie was probably hoping to catch me in a lie, because that would
prove how sharp he is./

The quarx didn't sound happy.

I/l ' Uh-huh. Anything else? ///

He reached the ready room. /Plus, let's give them credit. | suppose they really
were trying to figure out what the hell happened./ He let out a long breath. /And |
have to say, my quarxian friend, that the hypocrisy of all this has not escaped me. |
do not feel too wonderful about having, yet again, lied through my teeth./

Charlie was silent a moment, but Bandicut could feel the mental tension
building. When Charlie answered, it was in a very soft voice in the center of his
consciousness.

/Il 1 do understand, John Bandicut.
| share your ethical misgivings. ///
/You do?/
/Il Yes, but I am afraid | must say, as well...
that meeting did not give me reason to feel
that we would dare entrust our secret
to those individuals. ///

Bandicut nodded, his vision clouding as he realized what the quarx was saying.
They were not going to be sharing their secret with anyone, anytime soon. But
neither could he muster any good reason to disagree.

"BANDICUT! Get the hell over here!" Herbert Massengale was standing in the
doorway to his office, clipboard in hand. As Bandicut approached, Massengale
glared at him. "I just got the bad news, Bandicut. You're on my team."

"So I'm told."

"Now, what the fokin' moke am I supposed to do with a nine-pin-head goak
who don't even got his pins anymore?" Massengale rapped his knuckles on the
clipboard in disgust.

I/l What's he talking about?
What's a nine-pin-head goak? ///
/It's an, er, "affectionate" nickname for neurojackers./
/Il Affectionate? ///

/Well...no. See, he doesn't neurolink himself, and he hates the guts of anyone
who does./

I/l That doesn't seem reasonable. ///

/What's reasonable got to do with it?/

"What are you grinnin' about?" Massengale growled. "You look like you're
plugged into a mokin' computer right now. Are you gonna go zombie on me before
you even start?"

Bandicut felt his face redden. He was going to have to learn to talk to Charlie
without looking like an idiot. "Herb, if there's something you have for me to do,
maybe we could just get on with it," he said, straining for politeness.
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Massengale stared at him as if Bandicut had just done something to his nice
clean windshield. "Yeahhhhh. We're shorthanded on the crawlers. Report to
Bronson on number three." Without waiting for an answer, Massengale strolled
away.

Bandicut curled his lip downward. It was more or less what he had expected.
He knew nothing about crawler operations. If he were lucky, he would merely get
in the way, instead of becoming an active hazard to the operation.

Shaking his head, he reported to the equipment window and signed out an
outdoor exposure suit. When he had finished gearing up—and it had been a long
time since he'd checked a suit so carefully—he went outside through the pressure
lock, looking for Crawler Three and Bronson. He peered about the vast unroofed
crawler bay, trying to figure out where he was supposed to be. Two of the huge
mining machines had already pulled out of their docking bays and were lumbering
off toward the work fields, amber beacons rotating in the perpetual night of the
Triton sky. About a hundred meters down the docking bay, he spotted a faded,
dusty numeral 3 on another crawler. As he set off toward it with a loping stride, its
beacons flicked on, glaring in his face. He hurried, calling out on the comm.
"Bronson!"

The crawler chief was halfway up a ladder on the transom of the enormous
machine, one hand raised to wave the driver on. He turned his helmeted head and
lowered his hand. Bandicut could just make out a frown through the faceplate.
Bronson's voice moaned with an exaggerated, aggrieved tone through the
background chatter on the comm. "What the—Bandicut! Now don't tell me that
asshole Herb sent you out to work with me!"

Bandicut halted at the base of the crawler and looked up with a grin. "Can |
guote you to the boss on that? Especially the asshole part?"

Bronson snorted, white eyes gleaming through the visor from an almost
invisible black-skinned face. "Lissen—I'm the mokin' boss out here, and unless
you wanna try mind-meldin’ with some a' that rock out there, | suggest you shut up
and get your tailpipe up in that hold. So how ya' doin', anyway, Bandie?"

"Okay. What am | supposed to do here?"

"Oh, whatever my man Jake tells you," Bronson drawled. "Now, get your tail
up there. We're late already."

Bandicut gave Bronson a jaunty salute and grabbed a ladder up to the work
cabin. As he climbed, he saw Bronson mounting the ladder to the roof of the
crawler and heard him drawl: "Get ‘er movin', Fitznell." The massive machine
rumbled for an instant, then lurched forward, just as Bandicut was ducking through
the cabin threshold. He lost his balance momentarily, slamming his left shoulder
into the bulkhead. Grabbing the handrail with a curse, he heaved himself the rest of
the way in and pulled the door closed behind him.

The inside of the crawler looked more like a small, machine-filled factory than
a vehicle—except that it was in jerky motion. He was on a narrow platform that
connected to a series of catwalks spanning the interior. A suited man was standing
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at a forward control panel. He turned, saw Bandicut, and waved him over.
Bandicut threaded his way forward, ducking to avoid cables and pipes. Below him
on his left, two mining drones hung in their cradles like enormous crabs waiting to
go scuttling over the mine bed. Farther to the left, he vaguely recognized the
shadowy bulk of the power reactor and ore processor.
/'l gather
you're not too familiar with this equipment. ///

/Nah, 1 was shown around one of these things when | first arrived on Triton,
but | haven't had any reason to be inside one since./ He finally reached the man at
the control panel. It was Jake Looks-Over, a part Amerind whom he knew from
games of EineySteiney in the rec lounge. "Hi, Jake. What can | do here?"

Jake grinned behind his faceplate, eyes bright against a burnished face. "Hey,
Bandie! That depends, I guess. You just along for the ride, or did they send you in
from the frontier to find out what real work is like?"

Bandicut grabbed another handhold. "I was hoping | wouldn't have to do any
real work. From what | hear, you guys need more brains than brawn out here."

Jake raised one eyebrow toward a monitor on the control board, where a
woman's helmeted face was visible. "You hear that, Amy? John Bandicut's here to
give us the benefit of his brains. Someone must've squealed on us."”

The woman's face jounced with the vibration. Bandicut realized that she was
driving the crawler. "Haven't | been threatening all along to squeal on you guys?"
she said. Bandicut could just see the landscape moving outside the cockpit, past her
head.

"Fitznell, whose side are you on, anyway?" Jake protested.

"You guys must be hard up if you want me out here helping you," Bandicut
said. "But that's what they tell me to do, so | do it."

Jake nodded. "Well, we can put you to work driving a miner. An ace pilot like
you ought to be able to handle some drones, right?"

"That depends. How hard is it?"

Jake grinned without answering.

Bandicut peered at the external monitors. The crawler was rumbling down a
long access road out of the main camp. Soon it would begin descending into a vast
depression a kilometer or so to the west. The mining area was ringed with lights
that glared and shifted surreally in the monitors.

"We'll be there in five minutes," Jake said. "You can stash your lunch in that
locker."”

"Lunch?" Bandicut croaked.

"No one told you to bring a lunch? Hoo boy, you're going to be one hungry
customer by the time we're done here." Jake shook his head. "Well, never mind.
You want to go up and have a look from the cab before we strap you in? That
okay, Amy?"

"Sure," said the driver.

Jake hooked a thumb toward a ladder on his left. Bandicut mounted the ladder,
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glancing nervously to see where he would fall if he slipped. The sight of the
vibrating machinery caused him to tighten his grip on the handholds. He caught a
handle at the top, a hatch slid open, and he climbed up into the back of the cab.

Amy Fitznell's helmeted head bobbed as she drove. She glanced up into the
overhead mirror, her visor shifting in the polished glass. "Hi, Bandie. Have a seat
and take a look around."

Bandicut slid into the right-hand seat and peered out the forward window. In
the perpetual Triton gloom, the crawler and roadway lights combined to make an
eerie highway landscape. Two crawlers ahead were turning off into various sectors.
"Which one we going to?" he asked.

"Northwest sector.” Fitznell, scanning the instruments and monitors, looked
every bit as busy as a pilot. Bandicut felt a little envious; he wondered what it felt
like to drive one of these monsters. "Eat your heart out,”" she murmured, as though
reading his mind. "Mine's bigger than yours."

Bandicut laughed.

/Il What's that mean? ///

/Never mind. Too hard to explain./

"Better go back and let Jake get you squared away," Fitznell said.

"Okay, thanks for the look." Bandicut exited the way he had come.

As he stepped off the ladder onto the work platform, Jake pointed to one of the
mining drones hanging in the cradles. "Bandie, I'm putting you on drones three and
four there. Think you can handle ‘em?"

Bandicut grimaced. "You sure you want me to run those things? | don't know
the first thing about it."

"Don't worry, I'll check you out." Jake pressed several switches, then spoke
again in a fast rattle. "Okay, now listen. You're gonna be riding the drones on the
inside track. It'll be easier at the start, ‘cause I'll be tracking the outer walls on the
first pass. But when we get tight on the inside, you'll have to watch your step.
Okay? Go get yourself strapped into that jump seat."

Bandicut peered to his right and spotted the jump seat folded into the crawler's
outer wall. "Get going,"” Jake said. "We'll be on station in a minute." Bandicut
made his way along the catwalk, pulled the seat down, and turned to sit, facing
back toward Jake. "Strap up and plug in your comm," Jake instructed.

Bandicut found the straps and, with some difficulty, got them buckled and
adjusted. "When was this setup designed?" he muttered. "Last century?"

"As a matter of fact...yes, | think so," Jake said. "Plug in your comm."

He located the jack and did so, and Jake's voice became slightly clearer in his
ears.

"See that control board on your right? Lift it into position in front of you."

Bandicut groped and found the board hanging vertically against the wall. He
yanked. Nothing. He groped for the release. The board jerked up suddenly and
swung into his lap. He grunted and lifted the cover. He found a display board and a
worn-looking key and joy pad. "Now what do | do?"
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"Click off the safety and press the ENGAGE button."

"What the hell, Jake, half these labels are worn off!"

"I know. It's on the right."

Muttering, Bandicut found the button. The wall behind him suddenly jerked
and turned, and he spun out, seat and board and all, and found himself hanging out
over the right side of the lumbering crawler. The ground sped by beneath him,
blurring with the shifting of the light-augment in his helmet. He swayed dizzily
against his safety harness, feeling utterly naked in the seat as the crawler heaved
over a large bump in the roadway. He caught the gurgling sound rising in his
throat, but his hands tightened on the control board as it flexed up and down on its
extended support. In his helmet was a cackling of merriment.

"'Kay, Bandie, you're doin' great!" Jake called. "Don't hang on so tight you
break the thing off! Just hook your feet in those stirrups and pretend you're riding a
horse."

Riding a horse? Bandicut thought dimly, and shouted, "I don't know how to
ride a goddamn—"

Il Yee-hahhhh!
Grab those reins! ///
The quarx’s voice cut through the din like a cleaver.

/What—?/

/Il Like this, John! ///

For an instant, his vision was overlaid with a scratchy image of two men riding
horses, and whooping, and shooting handguns into the air. They were pounding
along a dusty dirt road at a frightful speed.

/ll That's how you ride a horse! ///
/Charlie, you idiot! That's goddamn Hollywood! It's not real! Get it off!/
/] Sorry...I just thought... ///

The image vanished.

"Just relax and ride with the bounces," Jake was calling. After a moment he
added, "How you doin' out there?"

Bandicut finally got his feet hooked into the stirrups.

"How's he doin'? He's doin' like a dink!" chortled someone—Bronson, he
realized. Peering around, he spotted the boss in the observer seat way up on top of
the crawler, peering down over the side. Bronson was shaking with laughter.
"Hang in there, Bandicoot!" he called.

"Take a look at your board," Jake said. "Don't touch anything, just look for the
row labeled DEPLOY, with some numbers."

Bandicut squinted, trying to read the labels against the jerky movement.
"Okay," he said finally. "Now what?"

Before Jake could answer, the crawler slowed and began a sweeping turn.
Bandicut looked up and saw walls of carved ice, mottled with stone, rising
alongside the roadway. Suddenly the walls opened out, and the crawler slowed
even more. Bandicut gazed out over an expanse of scarred land, depressed below
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the surrounding terrain. They had arrived on station.

"Now," Jake continued, "get ready to deploy. You're gonna use those controls
to guide the drones. Just like driving a buggy. Switch on your field monitors.”

Bandicut fiddled a bit, and a display came on, giving him a split screen, both
showing him the inside of the crawler. Nose cameras on the mining drones,
probably. "Jake," he muttered, "you haven't forgotten that | have no bleeking idea
what I'm doing?"

"Hey, you think any of us knew what we were doing the first time we hung our
fannies out there?"

Fitznell snorted from the cab. "Do any of you know what you're doing now?"

"If you morons would knock it off and deploy," called Bronson.

"Rog—"

"Deploying," said Jake.

Bandicut felt a new rumble behind his back, which he presumed was the
opposite-side station swinging out with Jake on board. A few moments later he felt
a lower and deeper rumble and the movement of heavy hydraulics. "Bandie," he
heard, "deploy number four first, then number three."

"Just press—?"

"Yup."

He felt an almost surreal sense of uninvolvement as he placed his finger on the
button. Glancing up at the blue scythe of Neptune, he thought of Earth so far away
he couldn't even see it; and he shook his head in sudden bewilderment. What in
God's name was he doing here? Out across the scarred landscape, he saw two puffs
of condensing vapor, barely illuminated by red laser light. Then he saw the recon
robots responsible for the puffs, and he realized that they were sending probing
beams into the ice and sending the telemetry to the crawler's computer. He realized
with a pang that he would feel a lot more confident if he were linked into that
computer, neuron to neuron, instead of hanging out here with his eyeballs and a
couple of joysticks.

"Let's get going,"” Bronson called.

"Bandie, do it," said Jake.

Bandicut pressed the button. His seat shuddered as the side of the crawler
opened up and disgorged a drone, its dusty position lights glowing red, like some
sort of large, demonic cockroach. The drone veered a little, then matched speeds
with the mother cockroach. A green light blinked on under Bandicut's hand. On his
monitor, he saw a drone's-eye view of the ground streaming past. An amber light
strobed. "It's down!"

"Press the key marked AUTOTRACK," Jake continued.

He squinted anxiously. "What key marked AUTOTRACK?"

"Top row of keys—"

"You mean where all the labels are worn off?"

"Third key from the right," Jake said, unperturbed.

Bandicut pressed the key. The amber light went green. He peered down and
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saw the drone moving away from the crawler, taking up a parallel course about
five meters to the right. A thick umbilical dipped and swayed across the
intervening space. It must be working right, he thought. He hadn't heard anyone
yell yet.

"Deploy number three."

He pressed the button. A new rumbling announced the ejection of a second
drone. He wasted no time in putting that one on automatic, and soon the two
drones were flanking each other, with number four trailing behind and to the
outside, forming a perfect half of a VV with the crawler.

"Are we dragging now?" he asked.

"Naw," Jake answered. "Bronson'll give us the word. How we doin', Chester?"

"Hold on to your mokin' drawers," Bronson drawled. "Almost there." Bandicut
glanced up and saw the boss bobbing atop the crawler, his helmet gleaming in the
running lights. "Get ready to drop in about ten seconds."

Jake's voice cut in, "Bandie, on his call, press the next button to the left."

"Drop 'em now," Bronson said.

Bandicut jabbed the button and waited for something to happen. He felt
nothing, but in the monitors, the head-on views shrank and new split-screen images
appeared; and he glimpsed mining lasers burrowing into the surface and saw
confusing images of surface materials churning and being separated inside the
drones. Glancing back at the actual drones, he saw light flickering beneath them;
and emerging from behind them were twin clouds of vapor and dust.

"Hey Bandicoot, you're a miner now!" Jake called.

He watched, nodding, as the two drones under his command churned their way
through Triton's surface like two moles burrowing for metallic remnants of an
eons-old civilization.
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Chapter 9
Download

The main point of the job, it turned out, was to ride herd on the drones to keep
them from blundering into each other on turns. The rest of his day alternated
between stupefying tedium as he bounced in his seat watching everything track a
straight line, and frantic concentration as they turned corners and he fought to keep
the two drones in formation. The control board never seemed to work quite right,
and the drones had a strong tendency to overcontrol, resulting in repeated
fishtailing and skidding.

The effort gave him a thumping headache, and it didn't help that his every
mistake was accompanied by whoops and snorts from the top of the crawler. He
half suspected Fitznell of racing around the corners to see how much he could take
without demolishing the drones. And he wondered at Jake's claim, when he asked
why the computer didn't handle the turns, that the control module had failed so
many times that they'd simply given up on it and gone to manual control.

By the end of the day, he was tense and exhausted—and ravenously hungry,
even though Jake and Amy had shared their lunches with him. As they started back
to base, Charlie broke a long silence to ask Bandicut if he was okay. Yes, Bandicut
grunted silently, making it perfectly clear that he was in no mood for conversation.
Charlie took the hint and disappeared again.

Back at the base, Jake and Amy congratulated him on surviving their hazing,
and invited him for a beer after dinner. Bandicut squinted in thought, then shook
his head with a sigh. "I just want to eat and go straight to bed. Rain check?"

"Sure," Jake said. "Tomorrow, you'll sail through it like the wind."

"Like the wind. Sure," Bandicut muttered sardonically. With a wave, he
jumped off the ladder from the crawler and strode off to the showers.

*

In no time at all, his alarm was trilling in his ear. He rolled over in his bunk
and groaned, realizing that it was time to start the cycle all over again. /Charlie, |
hope you're getting used to this. It looks like I'm gonna be doing it for a while—
especially if Jackson doesn't hurry up and clear me back to survey duty./

/Il Well, if you can survive it,
| guess I can, too. ///
the quarx answered. But Bandicut could tell Charlie was chafing at the delay. He
wanted to get back to his translator, and he couldn't do that as long as Bandicut was
stuck in mining ops.
His coworkers took it easier on him the second day, and by evening Bandicut
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was ready for some diversion. After supper, he went with Jake to the rec lounge for
a beer and a few games of EineySteiney pool. The game was played on a
continuously curved, charcoal gray, three-dimensional holographic surface, with
gravity wells for pockets and variable slopes for orbiting bank shots. The
programming today had the balls labeled after the planets of the solar system.
Charlie perked up after the opening shot, as they watched the variously colored
balls flash and spin away from the center of the table. One ball, golden Mercury,
spun into the end well, while the others looped around, coasting over hills and
ridges until they finally came to rest in the valleys.

/Il Mind if | play with you? ///
Charlie asked as Bandicut bent to take a shot, sighting along his cue wand.

/Eh?/ Bandicut paused, eyeing a shot on mirror-surfaced Venus. /You know
how to play pool?/

/Il I'm learning. ///
/On my time, you want to learn?/
/Il I'm pretty good at orbital dynamics.
This looks like a fairly easy set of parameters. ///

/Easy, huh?/ Bandicut let his breath out, aware of Jake and several spectators
waiting. /Okay, this shot's yours./

He was half expecting the quarx to take control of his limbs. Instead he felt a
gentle pressure guiding the position of his right arm as he lined up the wand with
the white cue ball. He squeezed the trigger, and a laser pulse struck the cue ball,
which spun up and over a rise and clicked satisfyingly into silvery Venus. Knocked
out of its valley, Venus rebounded from the side rail, crested a rise, and spiraled
with quickening orbits into a gravity-well pocket.

"Ho, Bandie—you been practicin', man?" Jake raised his wand in salute.

"Nah, just a little innate talent | been holding back till now." Bandicut
straightened up with a grin and circled the table, looking for his next shot. /Nice
work there, partner./

/Il Thanks.
Let's try that translucent green-and-blue ball.
Is that Earth? ///

Bandicut nodded, then realized that he had done so in front of Jake and the
others, as well. Everyone was watching him—including, he realized, that moxy-
looking woman from exoarch, Julie Stone. Perhaps he had looked as though he
were carefully studying the layout of the table, nodding to himself. He tried to keep
his expression natural, and knew that he was probably screwing his face up more
than ever. "Concentrate," he murmured as he bent over the table. "Earth in the end
well."

/I All the way down the table?
There are three ridges in between. ///
/Let's do it./
The laser flashed, and the cue ball flew up off the table's surface, came back
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down on the far side of the target ball, then bounced out of play and dissolved in
midair with a musical chuckle. Bandicut straightened up, sighing.

"Man, | wish | had some of your in-nate talent,” Jake said, laughing as he
moved around the table, waiting for a new cue ball to appear.

"Yeah, well, that's the thing about talent,” Bandicut muttered, trying not to
look as though he'd noticed Julie's presence. He inadvertently caught her eye, and a
grin flashed on her face. "Sometimes raw talent is just, uh, hard to control... you
know?"

"Yeah, | know. Oh, yeah," Jake said, sighting his shot and zapping the Earth in
a quick loop around the upper curve of the table and down into a well. It whirred
resoundingly as it spiraled in. He looked up and grinned.

Bandicut nodded graciously. /So, uh, how come we missed that shot, anyway?/

/Il I'm still on the learning curve, okay?
Were you born knowing how to play the game? ///
/Okay, okay—don't get sore./
/Il I'm not sore.
But we're going to win this game.
You want to impress Julie, don't you? ///

Bandicut flushed, and avoided looking at Julie. He turned back as Jake easily
knocked Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn into wells. /We won't have the chance, if Jake
doesn't start missing some shots./

The cue ball danced, and Uranus, pale green with silver crescents, spun around
a well and back up over a ridge to come to rest in a valley. Jake took a swig from
his beer. "All yours, John."

"Do it, Bandie." That was Amy Fitznell, who had just walked up carrying a
drink that glowed neon pink under the rec lounge lights. "Make him suffer for the
way he's abused you for the last two days." She winked at Jake.

"Okay. This one's for you." Bandicut caught Julie's eye by accident, caught a
seemingly bashful smile, and grinned to himself. He sighted along the wand,
measured the angles, and squeezed. The laser pulsed, the balls clicked, and not just
Uranus but mirror-black Pluto spun into pockets.

"Ah, too bad!" Jake said, with an obvious mixture of glee at the premature
sinking of Pluto and admiration for the physics of the shot.

Bandicut shook his head ruefully. "Sorry, Amy. | tried to get him for you."

/Il What happened? ///
/I lost the game. You have to sink Pluto last./
/Il Oh. Sorry!
| thought it was a pretty clever shot. ///

/1t was a clever shot. It just cost me the game, that's all./

"'Nother game, Bandie?" Jake asked, pressing RESET.

Bandicut drew a breath. Julie was just standing there, and looked as though she
might like some company. On the other hand, what was he going to say? He wasn't
used to having company in his head when he approached women. "I dunno.
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Anyone waiting to get in for a game?" He held up the wand.
/Il Say, John—this game reminds me.
There's something we need to do. ///
/What's that? | want to say hi to Julie./
/Il Well...yes, but... //]

Amy took the wand with a predatory smile and accepted Jake's challenge for

the next game. Bandicut moved around the table toward Julie.
Il John? /]

She tipped her head at his approach, bright blue eyes flashing. "Hi, there. Nice
couple of shots. How are you?" She sipped what looked like a glass of tomato
juice.

"Fine. Just fine," he murmured, trying to rid his mind of Charlie so he wouldn't
be staring at her like a first-class idiot. "How are, uh—how are you? How's
Georgia?" What a goak. Ask about her, not about her friend. "How's...exoarch?
Anything interesting turning up?"

/Il 1s this how you approach women?
This seems...awkward. ///

/Shut the hell up./ Bandicut grinned, willing Charlie to be gone.

Julie's smile dazzled him. "Oh, we're just fine. If we find any aliens or alien
relics, I assure you, you'll hear about it!" She laughed. "It's not as if the company
has us here because they expect us to find anything.” She shook her head and took
another sip of juice.

"Right—uh—sop to the environmental lobby. Isn't that what everyone says?"
Great. Now you've insulted her. "I suppose you get tired of hearing that," he added
quickly.

"Yuh. Both counts." She shrugged. "But it's not as if we aren't trying. We're
going over all the orbital scans, all wavelengths, looking for that one clue that'll
lead us to the find." He must have been looking at her stupidly, because she cocked
her head with a quizzical expression. "I mean, if there's all this metal residue, there
must be something intact somewhere on Triton, don't you think? Even if it's
hundreds of meters below the surface?"

Bandicut coughed. "Yes. Yes, | suppose that's a...good bet."

/1l John, be careful. ///

He felt his head bobbing. This was leading in a dangerous direction, and he
had no idea how to back out of it. He just wanted to talk to Julie, not spill
everything he knew about aliens.

/Il John—Iisten, please.
We really need to go collect our data... ///

/What data...?/

"Well, I think so," Julie said, turning to look around the lounge. She waved at
some people on the far side. 'l see some of my cohorts have arrived. | promised I'd
meet them. Would you like to come join us?"

"I, uh—"
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/Il John, that information could be vital.
We've got to have it. ///

"It's okay. No pressure," she said, laughing easily.

He forced a smile. "Maybe another time? I'd like to. But I'm pretty tired
tonight. It's been...a hard couple of days. I think I'm just going to check the board
postings and then go to bed."

Julie's eyes flashed penetratingly. "Okay. Nice to see you, though—okay?"
Without waiting for him to stutter an answer, she waved and left to join her friends.

/Auuuggghh./ His pulse was pounding as he watched her leave. /Maybe |
should have gone with her./

Il John— ///

/What were you trying to say, a minute ago?/

//l Can we go to the comm booth? ///

/1t's hard enough, without trying to listen to you on the inside, at the same
time./ His pulse was still pounding.

[/l John—can we go to the comm booth?
Please? ///
He let out a breath. /Yeah. Let's go./

SOS>53>5>3>>>>
>>>>>>

>>>

>

—<mode shift>—

A burst of fireworks expanded in his vision, then crystallized into a network,
which hung against darkness for a heartstopping instant—then drained like rivulets
of glowing water toward him, into his vision, his eyes, his brain, his
CONSCIOUSNESS...

>> Thank you for choosing Planetview Systems as your all-hour
information service. We have researched and placed in cache the information
that you requested during your last session. Would you like to downlink the
data at this time? >>

Now what the hell was that all about? Bandicut thought. Of course: Charlie
had signed him onto Planetview and requested a complete, full-volume, updated
ephemeris. /That the stuff you want?/ he asked.

/1l Yes.
Please give me a moment
while | prepare a storage area for it. ///
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/You can use my personal safe-zone here in the datanet, if you want./
/Il No, this is better.
I'm setting up a cache file in your brain... ///
/Huh?/
/Il Go ahead.
Take the downlink. ///
/Hey, | don't want this stuff cluttering up my long-term memory!/
/Il 1t won't.

You won't even miss the storage space.

YES, WE'D LIKE THE DOWNLINK. ///
Bandicut sputtered in protest, but the Planetview prompter had heard the

guarx's voice.

>> Prepare your cache and signal when ready... >>

He took a breath, but the quarx beat him to it.
/Il Ready. ///

>> Cometary listings updated 2164MAR, code sequence: R.A.(H,M,S);
DEC.(D,M,S); TYP; MAG,; DIS; PHAS; A\VEL.;... >>

Numbers and characters began flowing past with dizzying speed. For the first
few seconds, he tried to make sense of it, but it was like trying to seine Niagara
Falls. He couldn't feel it going into his brain; he wondered if only the quarx would
be able to retrieve it.

/[l John, you worry too much.
Relax and let me take care of it. ///

/Okay,/ he sighed.

The dataflow rumbled on, a torrential waterfall beneath the surface of his
CONSCIOUSNESS....

>> Download complete. Do you require further information? Please
check our menu for exciting new services— >>

/Bye!/ Bandicut barked, and the prompt vanished. They were out of Planetview
Systems, but the datanet still gleamed around them like the ice of Charlie's cavern.
/You didn't want anything else, did you?/

The quarx seemed lost in thought.

/Charlie?/

/] Sorry.
No, I think that's all | wanted
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from Planetview.
| was just wondering
how to get this data to the translator. ///
Bandicut shrugged helplessly.
/'l could repeat what I did last time,
but it's much longer.
There's a greater risk of detection.
In person would be a lot better. ///

/Well,/ Bandicut said, /I don't know how soon I'll have any chance of going out
on another survey run. And even then, | won't exactly be free to just wander out to
your cavern./

/Il 1 think I can help you manage that last part.
The question, though, is—should we wait?
| think, for now—yes. ///
/Are we done here?/
I Yes. Il

Bandicut nodded and peered at the spangles of light that formed the datanet.
Another time, if he were less tired, he would like to peruse them further. /Okay,/ he
said, and touched the connection with his thought, and let the sensation of the
disconnect cascade like cooling water through his brain.
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Chapter 10
Memory Death

He dreamed vividly that night, but of his own past, not Charlie's. He dreamed
of his parents and his brother Joe, and Megan, before they were killed in the
collapse of the EuroChunnel; he dreamed of them the last time he saw them, saying
good-bye in St. Louis after Joe and Megan had dropped Dakota off with Megan's
parents. The four of them were heading for a grownups-only holiday in London
and Paris, while John was about to catch a flight to Bogota, Colombia, and the
railgun launcher. He was bound for a tour of duty in space, and his family was
bound for death. But they didn't know that then.

He dreamed of Dakota at the funeral, bewildered and trembling, hugging him
briefly but too shaken to say much of anything. But her eyes, those green
Bandicut-child eyes, caught his just long enough to seem to make a silent plea.
Begging him to take her to space. If not now, then soon. She'd always been a space
nut, always asked him about his work every chance she got. It was out of the
question, of course; at nine, she was much too young, and what would she do at L5
anyway? Megan's parents were Dakota's legal guardians now, and they didn't think
too highly of space work, and even if he didn't think that highly of them, there was
nothing he could do to change it.

Then the dream changed, and he was floating through a wispy, star-filled
nebula, speeding to catch up with someone from whom he'd gotten separated, but
he couldn't quite picture who it was....

The third day out on the crawlers was little different from the second, except
that Charlie seemed troubled as they rode around and around the track, each pass
carving a little deeper into the surface of the moon. It was clear that Charlie was
fretting about the time that was slipping by, with no hope in sight for a return to his
cavern and the translator.

Bandicut, bouncing in his jump seat under the baleful eye of Neptune, was too
preoccupied with his own boredom to be of much help. He liked his coworkers but
loathed the repetitiveness of the job; it was so deadening that he found it hard to
muster concern for Charlie's problem, even though it theoretically concerned him
deeply: it was only the safety of the entire Earth. It was just too theoretical. But his
boredom was real and palpable.
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I/l We might have to steal a rover
to go back, ///
Charlie murmured, sounding as though he were talking more to himself than to his
host.

/Fat chance of that,/ Bandicut muttered, fishtailing the drones around a tight,

Inner corner.
/Il You've got to help me get out there. ///

/Let's talk about it later, okay?/ The truth was, even if his heart had been in it at
the moment, Bandicut could have offered only limited reassurance, since there was
no way of knowing how long his superiors would take to write off the accident and
send him back out on survey duty.

/Il Yeah...later... ///
the quarx whispered, stirring listlessly.

/Hey, you okay there?/ Bandicut asked, squinting back at the churning drones
as the course straightened out.

There was no answer.

It was only as they were arriving back at base that he realized that Charlie was
not just worried; he was unwell. There were occasional flutters of distress that
made Bandicut shiver, and once or twice he had dream-flashes of quarxian
memory: flickering glimpses of alien beings, alien worlds, and feelings of grieving
over some undefinable loss.

"You okay there, Bandie?" Jake asked, turning from his locker. The Amerind
zipped up his casual jumpsuit. "You're looking a little green."

Bandicut rose from the bench where he'd been sitting and pulled on his own
suit. "Yeah—fine, Jake. Fine. See you later, okay?"

Jake peered at him. "Okay. But you look like you should get some rest."

Bandicut nodded and waited for Jake to leave. /You okay, Charlie?/ he asked
again, and this time the quarx answered, but only after he'd started down the
corridor toward the cafeteria.

I/l John, is there some place...
where we can be in private,
and not be interrupted? ///

He sensed a great exertion. /Well, yeah, I guess. What's wrong? Can | get some
supper first?/

The quarx whispered,

[/l John, 1 may have...miscalculated...
please, no delay. ///
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/We could lock ourselves into one of the VR rooms. It's plenty private there./
I Yes... Il

He walked quickly to the lounge and checked the VR occupancy board. One
room was available and he ducked in, securing the door behind him. /Okay, we're
alone. What's wrong, guy? Are you all right?/

The quarx seemed to perk up a little in the new surroundings.

/Il I'm...okay for the moment, I think.
What is this place? ///

/1t's a virtual reality room. | thought you watched a lot of TV. Don't you know
a VR setup when you see one?/ He opened a panel and showed Charlie where the
visor, vest, gloves, and shoes were kept.

/// Old TV. It didn't show anything like this.
You're sure it's private here? ///

/1t's about the most private place on Triton. People are expected to talk to
themselves and generally act weird in here, because it's all make-believe once you
turn on the holos and the feedback gear. That's the whole point./

/Il Good. That's good.
Very good. ///

Puzzled, Bandicut said, /So do you want me to put this stuff on, so you can see
how it works?/

/Il Yeah...uh, sure. ///

He began putting on the shoes and gloves, and realized that this was all wrong.
The quarx had needed to talk. /Charlie, hold it—this VR stuff can wait. Tell me
what's wrong./

The quarx shivered.

/' 1t's...okay, John.
It's just that...
Well, | think I'm getting ready to die. ///

Bandicut felt a sharp pain across his chest as he tensed. His hands froze, the
gloves halfway on. /What?/

I/l You remember, | told you... ///

He remembered, the quarx had started to tell him once, something about how
he might die at some point in the future. The conversation had been interrupted.
But it hadn't seemed very real then, anyway, or at least he hadn't known Charlie so
well then. /You started, but you didn't finish. What is this, Charlie?/

/Il I'm sorry, John—
I'd wanted to prepare you better. ///

/But...when? Why?/ Somehow, he'd known from the dreams that death came to
the quarx in ways that were going to be difficult for him to comprehend. /Charlie?/

/Il I'm...not sure when.
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But soon, | think. ///

Bandicut swallowed, suddenly dizzy. /What do you want me to do? What
should I expect?/ He felt a strange mixture of fear and urgency and...something
almost like relief. He was ashamed of the relief. He knew there was a lot at stake.
Not just the quarx, or him. Earth, maybe.

I/l There's nothing you can do
about my dying.
And don't...be concerned about your feelings.
They're perfectly natural,
| think. ///
/How the hell would you know?/ Bandicut cried. /Charlie, what about...what
about...everything? Your mission? And the translator?/
/Il You'll have to carry on.
There will be...another.
But | must brief you.
You must...get the data to the translator. ///
Bandicut swallowed. /Charlie, | don't want you to die./
He felt a sudden surge of empathy from the quarx.
/Il I'm glad, John.
But look—we're getting all morbid.
| don't want to get morbid.
Please—
how about showing me something on that...
VR thing. ///
Bandicut drew a sharp breath. /Are you serious? Now?/
/] Please...
something peaceful.
I'd like to see Earth.
Are there any Earth scenes? ///

Bandicut read the selections. /Okay,/ he whispered, and made a choice. The
room vanished, and the sound of a gentle surf filled his ears, and a brightening
light overhead turned into a beaming midday sun. He was standing on a beach,
looking out over an expanse of sea. After a moment, he murmured, "VR Control—
give me late afternoon. Sunset.” The sun faded from overhead and reappeared,
enormous and crimson over the ocean. The bottom edge of the sun's disk touched
the water, flattening outward in a rippling reflection. /How's this?/ he asked,
stepping to the water's edge.

/Il John, it's...breathtaking. ///

There was a deep wistfulness in the quarx's voice. Bandicut wondered if it

were making him homesick. He felt a momentary dizziness, and suddenly felt
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himself hurtling headlong through space, through flickering light, tumbling and
turning himself inside out. Then the feeling went away, and he was standing by the
seashore again, swaying a little. He took a deep breath. Was Charlie reliving his
life? Bandicut knelt and ran his hand through the sand. /Was
your...world...anything like this?/

Charlie hesitated.

/I don't think so. No. ///
Bandicut gazed up into the setting sun. /What was your world like?/
The answer came in a whisper.
/Il I wish I...could remember.
John, we must talk now. ///

/Yes./ Bandicut frowned, wondering, how long had it been since the quarx had
seen his own world? A million years? A hundred million? Did he even have a
world of his own? /You must brief me,/ he whispered.

/1l John.
You will not be...alone.
Expect another.
But you must be prepared to...
take responsibility. ///

Responsibility? He swallowed, thinking—the Earth is in danger from some
cosmic collision, and I'm supposed to take responsibility? This is
madness...madness...

/// John, the data that you hold in your mind... ///

/Data?/ Yes yes, of course, the ephemeris.

/Il I have marked its location so that
l...your new companion...
will be able to give it to the translator.
It must reach the translator! ///

/Right,/ he whispered. He didn't know what else to say. He couldn't quite
believe this was happening. Another...new companion...what the hell did that
mean?

/Il And John, you must remember...
EineySteiney pool! ///
/What—?/
I/l Remember it.
It's the most important thing.
That, and the data. ///

/Okay,/ he whispered, bewildered. /Charlie—what did you mean when you
said there would be...another? Another what? Another quarx?/

He felt a sudden physical weakness, and almost doubled over.
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/Il Aw jeez, Bart—it's gettin' all fuzzy, ///
the quarx groaned abruptly.
/Charlie? What are you doing? What are you talking about?/
/] Yeah, real fuzzy like.
Kinda'...misty ‘round the edges. ///

The quarx was speaking in a drawl, some kind of goddamn phony western accent,
probably from those goddamn old TV shows. Charlie loved that shit, he thought.

I/l Ahhhh, jeez, Bart—

the pain! ///

/Stop!/ he said. He was starting to become angry. /What the hell do you think
you're doing—?/

/Il I'm not gonna make it, old buddy— ///

/Stop it, damn you!/

The quarx gasped,

I/l Let me—qgo out in style—John—///

INO, damn it!/

/[l I'm not gonna make it.
| think this may be it... ///

Bandicut felt a sharp sinking feeling in his chest. /Goddamnit, don't pull this

shit on me! Charlie!/
/I 1It's such a beautiful view—
| just wish | could...aaahhhhhhhh... ///

There was a gasping sound, then silence. Bandicut scowled, looking around the
beach, as though he would find the quarx there. /Charlie? Charlie? Goddamnit—!/

There was no answer, no stir of presence.

Bandicut was stunned into sudden silence. Was he gone, then? Was Charlie
gone—the only alien in the solar system? Bandicut didn't know what to think. He
felt a profound confusion, and fear.

Three heartbeats later, he heard a soft chuckle.

/Il Gotcha. /Il

For ten more heartbeats, he couldn't speak. When he did, it was with barely
controlled rage. /You asshole. You are a total asshole. Do you know that? Was that
supposed to be some kind of joke? WAS IT?/

The quarx whispered hoarsely,

/Il I'm...sorry.
| just thought, it's my last chance...
I'm awfully mokin' sorry. ///

/Sorry? That was the dumbest-ass stunt I've ever seen! Sorry! Christ, | thought
you were really gone!/ Bandicut picked up a handful of sand and flung it into the
ocean. /Christ, Charlie!/
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/'l really am...sorry.
| don't want to go, | don't want to die, but
| thought this might— ///

/Asshole!/

/Il —make it a little easier— ///

Bandicut let another handful of sand run through his fingers. He felt as if his
thoughts were melting into the ocean along with that great crimson sun.
/Lamebrained dingo-shit is what it was, Charlie./

/Il I'm sorry...Bandie. ///

He looked up into the sky, squinting. /Did | give you permission to call me
that?/ he whispered, swallowing.

There was no real answer, just a soft, distant sigh somewhere in the back of his
mind. He felt suddenly drained of energy, as if something had gone out of him. He
heard, or imagined that he heard, a single whispered word: Bye.

/Charlie?/ The quarx didn't answer, and he started to get angry all over again.
He got up and walked along the beach, waiting for the quarx to reappear.
"Charlie?" he called aloud. "Don't you have to finish briefing me?"

There was still no answer. He stepped to the edge of the water, then into the
water, and felt the cool sea wash over his feet. The sunset was gorgeous, a
flattened glowing orb settling into the ocean. "That's something | really miss, from
Earth,” he murmured. "I'm sorry | yelled at you. I shouldn't have gotten so sore.
Charlie? You there?" /Charlie, DAMN IT, answer me!/

In the silence that followed, he grew increasingly anxious. He felt none of the
inner rustlings that marked Charlie's presence. /Charlie?/ he whispered, pleading.
/Are you still there—somewhere?/

And that was when he knew...Charlie had whispered his farewell, and meant it.
He was gone. Bandicut turned and walked the other way along the water's edge. It
hurt to take a breath in, and to let it out. He blew through his clenched fist and
thought: I don't even know if | should be happy or sad. Maybe it's not the worst
thing in the world for him to be gone. Maybe, for him, it's a blessing. But... /Damn
you, you never even told me where you were from—or about your people, or—/

It just all seemed...not just sad, but inappropriate somehow. It shouldn't end
this way. Not the first alien contact for all of humanity. No one else even knew
about it. He had been the sole point of contact with the race of quarx. And now
Charlie was gone.

Bandicut sat down on the sand, trying to swallow. It wasn't just the loss of an
alien contact. It was the loss of a...friend. He stared across the vast expanse of
ocean at the fiery red orb, until the intensity of the glow began to hurt his eyes, and
only after a few minutes did he begin to wipe at the streaming tears that were
blurring his vision of the setting sun.
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