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CHAPTER ONE:
Sky Ride

Sean Matthews stood at his father's right-hand side, waiting for the elevator that would carry them into
the sky. Because it was morning, and they were facing north, the sixteen-year-old wasin the older man's
shadow.

Five minutes dragged by. Sean began tapping hisfoot but stopped when hisfather turned to glare at him.

The devator arrived. Governor Matthews stepped in. Sean followed him. Six other people came behind
them: the officia greeting team that would welcome the newest batch of coloniststo arrive on Gauguin.

Onceinddethe devator, Sean choseto face the clear wall. Mot of the adults, however, chose one of
the opaque walls—in order to avoid seeing what was about to happen.

Sean nudged hisfather and pointed to atrio of

theskies pressed againg the fence. Thelarge, lizardlike animals were watching the proceedings carefully,



their amber eyes wide with interest. Governor Matthews scowled. When the colonigtsfirgt arrived the
theskies had been terrified; now they were so friendly they were becoming a nuisance. The fence around
the loading dock had been erected specificaly to keep the theskies from getting entangled with the
elevator mechanisms.

Sean heard the door close behind him. By craning his neck and squinting, he could just see the absurdly
dender cables that would guide and support the elevator on itstrip. Though he couldn't see them more
than an arm's length past the e evator, Sean knew the cables siretched thousands of metersinto the sky
to asatdlitelocked in an orbit precisely matching Gauguin's daily rotation. Even though the satdllite
traveled over athousand kilometers per hour, it always remained directly over the loading dock.

Technicdly, thiswas a"geosynchronous satellite.” But Spacers referred to them as "flyspecks,” because
from space they looked like flyspecks on aglobe.

The elevator began to move. Looking out, Sean fixed his eyes on the ground. Soon the surface of the
planet was several meters below him and receding fast. His scomach began to flutter. He glanced over his
shoulder. Only one of the adults had turned to look through the clear wall. The man's jaw was set, but his
face seemed to

have gone pa e under skin that was usudly the typica amber-honey color to which the human race had
blended itsdlf over the last five hundred years. The man nodded at Sean, then shifted to face the blank
wal.

Sean looked straight out into the sky and fought back awave of dizziness. He began to review the way
the elevator worked, atrick he used to help himsdlf through this part of the ride. He envisioned the four
dender but enormoudy strong cables linking the satdllite to the loading dock, making it possiblefor an
"elevator” to climb into space without the tremendous burst of energy it took for a conventiona rocket to
escape the pull of the planet's gravity.

Heturned and looked at the indicator above the door. Two thousand meters and till climbing. Looking
back out over the planet, undoubtedly the most beautiful he had ever seen, Sean fought to keep himsalf

fromloving it. He had done that too many times before, on too many worlds. When hisfamily moved to
Gauguin, Sean had vowed not to let himsdlf to be hurt that way again.

Who am |? thought the girl. The question scared her. Sheredly ought to know who shewas.

Maybeif she could see something it would help. Shetried to open her eyes, but they wouldn't work. She
tried again. When they till wouldn't open she started to scream, only her mouth wouldn't work, either.
Nothing came out.

Shetried to move an arm, ahand, afinger. Anything. Nothing happened, not asingletwitch. It was asif
she had been bound with rope from head to foot.

A wave of panic surged through her mind. But before it could overwhelm her, a soft voice began to
whisper soothing wordsin her ear. "Good morning, Clea. Please relax while you wait for your body and
your memory to reactivate. Y ou are safe and well. | repedt, you are safe and well. Y ou will see your
family soon. All of you are safe and well."

Clea! That'swho | am. Clea Tourni. Her panic began to subside. At least she wasn't dead—or even
alone, which at the moment seemed worse.

"Y ou have been adeep for over two months," continued the voice. "Now you are starting to wake. It will
take sometime, for you have been in avery deep deep. When you can move, press down with your right



hand. Someonewill cometo help you. Pleaserdlax. Y ou are safe and well.”

Cleaforced her eyes open again, long enough to see a curved sheet of clear blue materia. Sheredized it
was the last thing she had seen before faling adeep, and suddenly remembered where shewas. ona
gtarship bound for Gauguin, the planet her family had agreed to help colonize.

Oh, hurry! shethought to her body. Hurry!

Suddenly her right foot began to tingle. It was sharp, dmost painful, and she decided her body could take
itstime waking up after al. But the process had begun. It felt like the pins and nee-

dies she experienced when she sat on her leg the wrong way. Only this was a thousand times more
intense, likeawave of liquid firerolling up her side, sweet and hot and dectric but just too powerful to
bear. Shetried to scream again, but her mouth gtill wasn't working.

Hold on, shetold hersdf. You can make it. They warned you waking up would feel like this.

Ah. That was good. Her memory was coming back. She let her mind drift back, first to theles* sonsshe
had taken to prepare for the journey through hyperspace, then to the pictures of Gauguin itsalf: the black
sand beaches and glowing seas, the soaring mountains and gresat jungles had been truly spectacular. As
the instructor had said—any planet so beautiful the advance team decided to nameit for one of Old
Earth's greatest artists couldn't be al bad.

Cleaamiled as she remembered the ingtructor. / wonder if there'll be anyone that cute on Gauguin.

Goh-gaan, she reminded herself, determined not to be marked as an outsider by saying the name of the
planet incorrectly.

Suddenly her left side began to tingle. Morefire rippled through her. She lurched in response, redized
that she could move, and pressed down with her right hand.

Seconds later the blue shield rolled back, and she found hersdlf looking up into the greenest eyes she had
ever seen.

"Good morning! And welcome to Gauguin—or
more precisaly, the space above Gauguin. | hope you dept well.”

Cleanodded, thinking it was unfair of them to send aboy who looked like thisto wake her from a
two-month deep. She wondered what her breath smelled like.

"Do you want to try standing?" asked the boy. She nodded again, thinking that if thiswere afairy tale, he
would have had to wake her with akiss, which might not have been abad idea. The boy touched a
button at the Side of her degping case, and the edges folded down like the petals of adrooping flower.
He held out hishand and helped her to asitting position. Shetried to stand, but the room started to spin,
and shefdl back onto the bed.

"Whoa" laughed the boy. "Give yoursdf alittletime. Y our body'slost the habit of being verticd. Here,
put your head between your kneesfor aminute.”

Cleadid as shewastold, not caring how undignified shelooked in front of this strange, handsome
stranger.

Suddenly her somach rolled over. No! she thought desperately. Don't let me be sick. Not now. Not



here.

With relief she redlized that as queasy as shefdt, there was nothing for her to throw up. Her scomach
wastotdly empty.

A voice nearby distracted her from her troubles. "Good morning, Mrs. Tourni," said a pleasant-sounding
young worman.

Good. Her mother was awake. Clealifted her head, thought better of it, and put it back between her
knees.

"Don't rush yoursdlf," said the boy beside her. "Take afew dow, deep breaths. Then I'll give you some
medicine to counter some of the side effects of your long deep.”

Cleanodded and did asthe boy said.

"My nameis Sean," he continued, as she practiced the deep breathing. " Sean Matthews. I'm part of the
wel coming team—mostly because my father isaloca big-wig."

She glanced up. He flashed her adazzling amile.

"Anyway," he continued, "I'm glad you're here. Weve spent alot of time getting ready for new settlers
over thelast two years. Once the congtruction program was going full tilt, we had lots of buildings but no
oneto livein them. Very depressing. It will be good to have them filled with real human beings. Especidly
pretty oneslikeyou.”

The unexpected compliment disrupted Clea's breath pattern. "Y ou're taking advantage of me," she
murmured, lifting her head again. Good—the room held il thistime, and her somach didn't do more
than flutter abit.

She examined her "prince’ more closely. He wastdl and dender, with deep green eyes and hair asblack
as space.

A familiar rumbling noiseto their right informed Cleathat her father was awvake. He had

been making that sound when he woke for aslong as she could remember. "Hullo, Daddy!" she called.
"Segpwdl?'

"Mmmprhh grzznichh," muttered agravelly voice.

Sean smiled. "Does he dways sound like that?' "That's his happy noise," said Clea. "Y ou don't want to
be around on abad day."

Fifteen minutes|ater the entire Tourni family was on itsfeet. With her parents on one side of her and her
little ssters, Andrena and Sara, on the other, Cleafét ready to walk to the observation deck to take a
look at their new home. To her ddight Sean excused the other "awakeners' and offered to stay with the
family until they finished getting their bearings. She waked beside him as he led them down along,
curving corridor with smooth bluewalls.

Sean glanced sideways at Cleaas they walked dong the blue corridor. She was about ten centimeters
shorter than himsdlf, with honey-brown hair that rippled halfway down her back—about the same color
as Zach Yamoto's, but much more attractive on Cleathan on that skate. Her eyes held flecks of brown
and amber and gold, asif they had been designed to go with her hair. Sean wondered if the Tourni family
was into genetic engineering, or if Cleas beauty was just the luck of the draw.



When they reached the observation deck, Sean heard the Tournis make the same involun-

tary sound—aquick little intake of breath—that he had heard from almost everyone he had escorted to
the deck. He understood. The captain of the starship had drawn away the opague shielding to reved a
clear wall two meters high and fifteen meterswide. To stand here with no lights behind you wasto stand
on the edge of space. A single object dominated the viewing wall: the green, blue, and white sphere that
was Gauguin.

Cleagrabbed Sean's elbow. "It's beautiful," she whispered.
Sean smiled. "Y ou ain't seen nothin' yet," he answered.

Gauguin was indeed beautiful. Of al the habitable worlds the human race had found in the hundred years
since the starship drive had made coloni zation of the galaxy possible, it was said that Gauguin wasthe
closest to what Earth had once been.

Infact, many people thought Gauguin was even more beautiful than Old Earth, dthough it was
considered "poaliticaly incorrect” to say s0. Unlike most planets discovered so far, Gauguin had plenty of
water. A gredt, interconnected ocean circled the globe; dl three continents held scores of huge inland
lakestied together by mighty rivers, and amost everywhere, lesser bodies of water—minor lakes and
rivers, ponds and streams—could be found in abundance. Only at the polar ice caps and in three small
desert areas was liquid water scarce.

Looking down at Gauguin, Sean felt athrill of excitement at dl there wasto explore and discover, dl the
mysteries that might be waiting for them down there. He clamped down on the fedling the moment he
identified it. Let othersloveit if they wanted. He couldn't afford that luxury. Gauguin was hisfifth planet.
He had no reason to think it would be hislast.

CHAPTER TWO:

The Restless Planet

Zach Y amoto whistled contentedly as he ambled aong the path to the Greendomes. Thetrail bordered
the Tati, asmall river that ran through Gauguin'sfirg city, Ambora. Zach enjoyed the sound of the river
gplashing dong beside him, and when he cameto asmall bridge he felt an amost irresistible urge to sit
and dangle hisfeet for awhile. He checked hiswatch. Good! By his calculations he had fifteen minutes
before Grumps would consider him serioudy overdue. To Zach'sway of thinking, that changed mere
desireinto something resembling amord obligation. "Definitely timeto dangle," he said, dipping off his
sandals and diding hislegs over the edge of the bridge. His feet came within inches of the water. He was
wearing ashortdeeved boorman, the one-piece outfit favored by many in Ambora's semitropica climate.
A light breeze

played through his shoulder-length brown hair. The rays of Gauguin's blue sun felt good on his bare arms
and legs, which were the color of coffee mixed with milk.

It was a beautiful morning, made even more so by the fact that he had managed to skate through the first
haf of the day's drudge without actually doing anything he didn't want to.

He gazed down over Ambora. The five mgjor domes of the city seemed to glow in the midmor-ning
sunshine. Beyond them the great blue-green sweep of Sanjo Bay was joined by the laughing waters of
the Tati. Beyond the bay, stretching endlesdy into the distance, lay the great Kartal Seaitsdlf.



Zach felt agrest wave of contentment overwhelm him. After the incredible crowding of Earth, it was hard
to believe hisfamily had actually ended up in aplace this beautiful. He used to resent the time his father
spent on hisjob, but if thiswasthefind reward, maybeit had been worthiit.

Hisreveriewas interrupted by aquufer scuttling across the bridge to nestlein beside him. Though thefirst
settlers claimed the quufers had once been shy, like the theskies, they were now so friendly they were
nearly dways underfoot.

Zach smiled and ruffled the cresture's scales, which were so long, thin, and soft that everyone had initialy
thought they were hair.

"Kwoo," said the quufer, making the noise that had given the speciesits popular name. "Kwoo."

"What are you doing out here, fella?' asked Zach. He used theterm "fella’ lightly, since no one had yet
figured out how to determine the sex of aquufer.

"Kwoo," responded the quufer, hunching into itself so that it became about the size and shape of a stack
of dinner plates. The skin beneath its transparent scales grew dark, indicating contentment.

Human and quufer sat in companionable slence. Zach was just thinking that he should get moving when
the quufer uttered asmal shriek and turned bright green, the color of darm. It stretched to itsfull length,
about the distance from Zach'swrist to his shoulder, then raced away, itstiny legs scrabbling againgt the
wood of the bridge. Zach watched in astonishment as the creature dove into the bushes at the edge of the
path, where its green scales blended so effectively with the tropical foliage that it disappeared dmost
ingantly.

"Now what was that al about?' he said to no onein particular. He wondered if the quufer had heard
something he hadn't, something it considered a potential threat. The crestures were known to have
incredibly acute hearing, better even than humans wearing amplification implants.

Shaking his head, Zach dipped into his sandas. Still trying to decipher the quufer's strange behavior, he
returned to thetrail leading to the Greendomes.

A door did open as he approached the main dome. Zach stepped through and followed a corridor past
the officesto the growing rooms, where he spotted Sean Matthews using an el ectronic clipboard to
record theleve of certain chemicasin the sprouting tanks. From the way Sean shook his head when
Zach entered, it was clear the dark-haired boy was wondering how Zach managed to skate out of work
S0 often.

Since he knew they would be in the same cohort when school started, Zach decided it would be smart to
try to keep thingsflowing. "Been out procuring avital chemica,” he said, holding up the small bag hewas
carrying. "Wewere nearly out of it, so Grumps sent me to Central Storage to pick up some more.”

"Nicejob," said Sean, looking at Zach closdly. "How did Grumps happen to choose you?"
Zach hesitated. "It's part of my system,” he said at |ast.
"Sysem?'

"Wadl, it'sonly asystem now. But I'm hoping to refineit to the point where | can consider it ascience. I'm
going to write abook: Zach Yamoto's Complete Guide to Skating.”

Sean made aface. "Skating" was the practice of trying to get out of as much work as possible. He had
watched Zach long enough to know that the guy was amaster skate. Having been brought up by parents



who emphasized civic duty above everything, Sean found Zach's attitude pretty distasteful.
"So how did you manageit?' he asked again.

Zach shrugged. "As soon as| comein, | make it apoint to check the supplies. Usualy we have plenty of
everything. But about once aweek we're low enough that | can convince Grumps to send me out for
replacements. Since I'd rather be outside than in here, | consider that a score.”

Sean nodded, and turned back to his clipboard. But Zach didn't go away. "1 hear you were part of the
welcoming committee two days ago,” he said. "Now there's ajob I'd like! Traveing up to the High
Station when the starships come in, checking out the new arrivas. Not bad, if you ask me.”

Sean grunted.
"S0," sad Zach, "anyone 'interesting' aboard?*

Sean amiled in spite of himself. He knew what Zach wasredly asking. Clea Tourni definitely classified as
"interedting.”

"At least one," he conceded.

"S0?" urged Zach.

Sean laughed. "Why should | tell you? Who wantsto help the competition?”
Zach shrugged. "I thought you weretied up with PhilippaBidding?”

"Weve gone out,” said Sean cautioudy, not mentioning that Philippawas supposed to meet him here at
the end of hisshift.

Sean had met Philippathe same way he met Clea Tourni; on awelcoming misson. Shewasvery
attractive, in an exotic sort of way, with skin and hair that were amost white. But unlike Cles,

who seemed warm and friendly, Philippawas reserved and distant. Sean found her company pleasant
enough, yet somehow they never redly seemed to connect. An evening with Philippa often eft him fedling
more lonely than an evening spent by himsdif.

And yet on one or two occasions, he had seen another side of her, asif she wereletting go of something,
dropping some kind of mask. When that happened, Philippa Bidding lit up in away that was dtogether
different and atogether dazzling.

Sean had never had thiskind of trouble with agirl before, and he didn't know what to make of it.
Nor was he about to discussit with Zach Y amoto.
"Have you seen the newest topo maps?' he asked, hoping to change the subject.

"Boy, havel!" said Zach. "Did you notice that cave system they project about a hundred klicks south of
here?1'd give anything to explore that. How about you? Y ou like that kind of thing? I'd bet aweek's
ration creditsit'll betwo or three years before they get around to it. Maybe we could be thefirgt."

Zach's enthusiasm was contagious— dangeroudy S0, asfar as Sean was concerned. He had no wish to
talk about plansfor something that probably wouldn't happen until hisfamily was getting ready to ship out
to the next planet.



Fortunately for Sean, Zach changed the subject on hisown.
"Not bad!" he whispered, staring at the doorway. "Is she the one you met on the ship two days ago?’

Sean turned toward the door and saw Clea Tourni standing in the entry with adip of green paper in her
hand. She looked confused, but her face lit up when she saw Sean.

"Hi, Sean," she said, walking over to where the two boys stood. "I didn't know I'd find you here.”

Zach, standing behind her, rolled hiseyesin aclear indication that as far as he was concerned, some guys
hed al the luck. Sean took the hint and introduced him to Clea.

"Y ou on drudge here?" asked Zach, glancing down at the green paper Cleawas holding.

"I beg your pardon?' she asked.

"Drudge," said Zach. ™Y ou know, your ‘voluntary' community service."

Cleagmiled. "Wecdl it 'harness duty’ where | come from," she said.

"And whereisthat?' asked Zach.

"Gaahad," said Clea

"Ah, the Arthurian system,” said Zach. " Some of those early star-hoppers were real romantics.”
"l liked it there," said Cleadefensively. "Where are you from, anyway? Y ou talk funny.”

It was Zach'sturn to laugh. "Milady, what you are hearing from my lipsisthe origina verson of Earth
Standard. Anything e seisaloca variant.”

Cledseyeswent wide. "Areyou redly from Earth?' she asked in astonishment.
Zach nodded smugly.
"But | thought that was supposed to be the best planet in the galaxy. Why would anyone want to leave?

"Y ou'rethe victim of rumors,” said Sean. "The Earthies have nearly destroyed the planet, and everyone
knowsit."

"Wow," said Zach. "That's heavy talk from someone whose father works for the Planetary League.”

Sean darted to say something, then stopped. "I've got to get thisfinished,” he said, glancing down at his
clipboard."Y ou seem to have some spare time. Why don't you introduce Cleato Grumps?”

"Gladly teke | the Galahadian," said Zach. "Thisway, if you will, milady."

Cleafollowed Zach between the long rows of clear plastic sprouting tanks. She turned back to say
something to Sean, but he was aready immersed in hiswork.

They found Grumps two domes over. He was a dender man, alittle stooped, taler than Clea, but shorter
than Zach. He had kinky black hair, liberaly sprinkled with gray, and dark brown eyes flecked here and
there with bits of orange. Deep lines ran from the Sides of his noise to the corners of his mouth, and his
scowl looked like it had been permanently carved into hisface.

"So you're the newbie," he growled, when Zach introduced Clea.



"Y-y-yesdr," sammered Clea

"Well you've picked afine oneto hang out with," he said, gesturing toward Zach.

Zach smiled benignly, asif he had just received acompliment.

"l just met him, gir," said Clea. Ingtantly she wished she could take back thewords. Shefdt like atraitor.
"Wadl, comeon," said Grumps. "I'll show you around. Y ou—Y amoto. Get back to work."

"l wasjust on my way," said Zach, astatement so obvioudy untrue that Clea couldn't hel p but laugh.

Grumps snorted and gestured for Cleato follow him. "We have seven greendomesin this complex,” he
said, as Cleascurried to catch up with him. " As you probably know, the Planetary Settlement Act
requires usto grow al our food in domesfor thefirst five years."

"No," said Clea. "l didn't know."
Helooked at her in surprise. "Where are you from, girl?" he asked.
"Gdahed."

"Ah," he said, "one of the older worlds. By the time you were born you wouldn't have had to worry
about this sort of thing. But here we have to be very careful about tampering with the basic ecology of
our planet. Other than humanity and its attendant microbes, no dien life forms can be

released without an environmenta-impact study.”

"Why?' asked Clea. "I don't see what harm growing a patch of peas can do.”
Grumps snorted again. "Didn't you ever hear about what happened on Plessius 117
Cleashook her head.

"It was one of thefirst worlds colonized. Thefools planted anew variety of squash, dl excited becauseit
was S0 hardy. Hardy isright. It turned out that the growth of the vines was stimulated by unusud trace
elementsin the soil, and their resistance to disease was jacked up by anative microbe. The damn things
grew so well it was amost impossible to kill them! And they spread so fast that within three yearsthey
were starting to squeeze out alot of native plant life—including a certain fern that provided the only
hatching grounds for an insect that just happened to be the primary pollenator for severa important plant
species. No pollenation, no seeds. No seeds, no new plants. After that, it was like dominoesfalling
down. Those squash raised hell with the entire ecology. Within twenty years the idiots who planted them
had managed to wipe out or serioudy endanger over twenty thousand species of plants and animals."

"l see," said Clea, overwhelmed by the image of so much destruction from such asimple beginning.
Grumps snorted and led her into the next dome.

An hour later Cleafound hersdf back in thefirst dome, trying to separate seedlings so they wouldn't
become too cramped as they grew. She had aready broken more than adozen of the fragile stems, and
wasfeding clumsy and frustrated. The fact that when Grumps showed her the job, he had managed to
separate over two dozen seedlings without damaging a single one did nothing to help her mood. Shewas
gtill astonished by the tender, dmost loving way his stubby fingers had pulled gpart the plants.

Shetried again and made allittle noise of frustration as she destroyed another seedling.



"Having ahard time?" asked adeep, friendly voice.

She looked up and saw Sean Matthews standing beside her.

"| fed like amass murderer,” she said, pointing to the results of thelast haf hour's massacre.
"Here, let me show you," said Sean. Reaching past her, he deftly began separating the plants.
"How do you do that?' she asked.

Before he could answer, the world went crazy. It began with the floor, which started writhing under their
feet like asnake. A noise, unlike any Cleahad ever heard, seemed to fill the air. Soon the rows of
gprouting tanks were vibrating so hard they were splashing their nutrient fluid into the air.

"What isit?' ydled Clea

Before Sean could answer, she doveinto hisarmsfor safety.

CHAPTER THREE:

Do They Cancel School for Earthquakes?

It took only afew seconds for the world to begin behaving properly again. The rumbling faded away.
The floor stopped moving. The tanks ceased their vibration.

Asthe earthquake subsided, so did Cleds panic. Sowly she became aware of her surroundings again,
including the fact that she was being held by apair of warm, strong arms. She looked up and saw Sean
Matthews smiling down at her. Shefelt her cheeks grow warm.

"I'm sorry,” she stammered, "1 didnt meanto ... | didn't ... | wasfrightened, and..."

Stop babbling! shetold hersdf firmly. She swallowed, and tried again. "I panicked.”

"How convenient,” said asharp, cool voice from behind her.

The expression on Sean's face told Clea as much as the speaker's tone. She pushed hersalf

away from Sean and turned to find hersdf facing agirl who would have been breathtakingly beautiful, if
not for her unnaturaly pale skin. Long white-blond hair cascaded around her shoulders. Theonly red
color in her face came from her intense, almost eectric-blue eyes. A pae, cream-colored shirt and white
shorts emphasized afigure that made Cleafed inadequate at best.

As ghe looked at the two of them—Sean, tall and handsome in hislight blue boorman, the newcomer like
aprincess carved from ice—Cleawondered how they could be so cam after what had just happened.
How often do they have earthquakes around here anyway? she wondered nervoudly,

"lo, Philippa," said Sean casudly. "Didn't see you comein.”

"Too busy, | imagine," said Philippa, with ahint of asmile. "From the way the earth just moved, | assume
you've discovered the secret of the cosmic kiss."

Cleafdt hersdf blush.



The confrontation was interrupted by the arriva of Grumps, who came dashing into the dome with the
tallsof hislab coat flying out behind him. "Everyonedl right in here?' he cried.

In her hyper-alert sate, Clearedized that the concern in his voice was genuine. Gruff though he might be,
the man redlly cared.

"Just fine" said Sean. "A littleshook upisdl.”
"Get ready for the aftershock,” said Grumps,

barely pausing on hisway to check the next dome. "Better move outside. | doubt the ceiling will crack,
but there's no sense taking chances.”

Thethree teenagers looked up at the silannadome, which curved above them in amottled blue-green
arc.

"No sense taking any chances," echoed Sean. Grabbing Clea by the elbow, he steered her toward the
door, snagging Philippaon the way.

The door's automatic opening mechanism was till functioning. "L ucky we were only working with
seedlings,” said Sean. "Otherwise we'd have to be checked for pollen before we could get out.”

They found Zach in front of the next dome over, sitting on top of alarge rock and looking down toward
the city. He turned when he heard Sean's voice. "Doesn't seem to be much damage down there," he
reported. "L ots of excitement, but no domes down.”

He stopped speaking as the earth rumbled again. The rock he was sitting on began to sway.
"Aftershock,” said Philippa
Sean nodded. "L et's hope that's it."

"Y ou three seem pretty calm,” said Clea, her own voice edged with panic. "Doesthiskind of thing
happen often?’

Sean and Philippa exchanged glances. "Not in the past,” said Sean. "The past being only three years, as
far as people actudly being on the planet. But we were aware of the possibility. It'sjust happening
sooner than we expected.”

"Y ou mean they brought colonists to a planet, knowing there would be earthquakes?' demanded Clea.

Sean shrugged. "Every planet hasits dangers,” he said. "No one expected thisto sart for sometime yet.
There are things that can be done; the processis aready in motion.”

"Thet the official party line?" asked Philippa.

A sren began to sound in the city. "All clear," said Zach. "Guess the whiz-brains have decided it's safe.
Ain't science wonderful?'

"Wonderful," said Cleadully.
"Y ou okay to make it home?" asked Sean.
I’ll make sure she getsthere," said Zach, diding down.



"How about you?' asked Philippa, dipping her hand through the crook of Sean'sarm. "Areyou ready?'
"For what?" he asked.
She raised one pale eyebrow. "1 thought we had a date," she said, her voice throaty, offended.

"Silly boy," said Zach, "to let alittle thing like an earthquake drive the redly important matters out of his

Cleawas surprised to see that Zach remained standing after the look Philippa shot him. The foursome
sad their farewells, awkward but mercifully brief, and Zach and Cleawatched as Sean and Philippa
garted down the hill.

"Now there goes a happy couple," said Zach, leaning against the rock.
"I'm not sure what's going on,” said Clea. She
redlized shewastill trembling from the earthquake.

"Itssample,” said Zach. "No one elsein Amborais good enough for either one of them. So even though
they're not al that crazy about each other, they're stuck. Who else could they date?' He grinned at Cleg,
taking the edge out of hiswords. "Ain't romance wonderful ?*

"Wonderful," she echoed dully.

Philippa put down her glass and stared at Sean in ddlight. "The opening-day speech?’ shesaid in
surprise. "But that's wonderful!”

"Areyou kidding?1 don't want to stand up therein front of al those kids and tell them how great
Bradbury School isgoing to be. | can't believe my father volunteered mefor this. Everyonewill think I'm
atotd toroid."

"Wdl don't make atoroid speech,” she said. "' Say something important.”
Sean snorted. "How can | say anything important in agpeech like this?!

Philippa seemed to closein on hersdf. "I don't know," she said quietly. "1 guessyou can't if you don't
have anything to say.”

Sean sghed and turned his attention to his milkshake which had been manufactured from genuine,
hydroponicaly grown Vespen ling beans.

Later that evening he walked Philippato her home, acomplex of blue-green domes not far from hisown
family's spot on Admin Hill. She

gave him aquick kiss on the cheek and disappeared inside.

Hedidn't care that shedidn't ask himin. As he walked away, he found himself remembering how Clea
Tourni had feltinhisarms.

Fifteen hours later Sean was standing in front of his bathroom mirror, trying to practice his speech. He
had spent the night before writing it, and the floor of his bedroom was il littered with innumerable
versions of the thing that he had run off on his printer, read once, then crumpled and thrown away in
disgud.



He put down the latest, till totally unsatisfactory draft, and stared at hisreflection. He hadn't dept well,
and it showed. The whites of hislarge green eyes—normally so clear and aert-looking—werefilled with
jagged linesthat looked likelittle red bolts of lightning.

"What away to start school," he muttered, angrier than ever with hisfather for sticking him with thisjob.
He didn't even have the consolation of having agirl friend to turn to for sympathy. When Philippa had
caled to give him another pep talk, his sullen reaction had offended her, and the conversation had turned
into an argument. Finaly both of them had clicked off in anger.

He shoved all that out of his head and tried to concentrate on his speech. If he had to make afool out of
himself by ddivering the damn thing, he might aswell do agood job onit. He was about three sentences
into it when the bottlesin

the medicine cabinet began to raitle. Still facing the mirror, Sean saw himsdlf jump alittle; hisbloodshot
eyes opened to about twice their normal size.

| wonder if they cancel school for earthquakes, hethought hopefully.
Hismother came bustling down the hdl to ask if hewasdl right.

"I'mfine" said Sean. "That was just alittle burp compared to yesterday. But 1 bet people are getting
nervous. What's Dad have to say about al this?!

Alison Matthews shrugged. "Heleft for ameeting with the geologica team early thismorning. And | have
to leave for ameeting with the other' architectsin about ten minutes. Well spend the day running
amulaionsto seejust what level of quake the buildings can survive.”

Sean knew that his mother and the other architects had done that kind of work on their computers before
any of the buildings had actualy been erected. But conditions were different on every world, and the
slicon-based slanna settlers used for "growing” their housestook on dightly different properties
according to local conditions. The quake activity would force the architects to speed up their research
program—and possibly dow down the building program. Sean wondered if the quakes would affect
plansfor the next wave of immigration.

Hefollowed his mother into the kitchen. She resumed her place at the table while he punched

afew buttonsin the nutrition center. The stuff that poured into his glass was acompromise: medium tasty
and medium hedthy. Hedidn't havetimefor anything else.

"All set for your speech?" asked hismother.

Sean grunted. His mood was not improved when he found alittle envelope at his place. It had hisname
onit, printed in hisfather's unmistakable style. He tore open the note.

"Sean: I'm sorry | can't be here to see you off for your first morning at Bradbury, but this earthquake
problem takes precedence right now. Good luck with your speech thismorning. Y ou know I'm counting
on you to do agood job; it'simportant for the kids to start off with the right attitude about school.

Seeyou tonight.
Love, Dad"
"What about my attitude?" asked Sean.



His mother laid her hand over his. "This governorship is abig opportunity for your father,” shesad. "He
needs al the support he can get— from both of us."

"Yeah, | know," said Sean. "But | doubt this peech is going to make any difference to anyone except
me. By tomorrow everyone will forget what | said. All they'll remember isthat I'm the jerk who stood up
thefirst day of school and told them how grest it was al going to be.”

His mother laughed. "Maybe you need to find
another way to phraseit,” she said gently. "Come on—wed better get moving. I'll giveyou alift.”

"Thanks, but | think I'll walk," said Sean. Amborawas still asmal community, and most of the others
would be walking. At this point he didn't want to do anything that was going to make him stand out any
more than necessary. Besides, he might run into Philippa—or maybe Clea—dong the way.

Bradbury School was located in the Education Center, one of the five main civic domesthat formed the
center of Ambora. As Sean made hisway toward the Tati River, he saw other kids heading toward the
school; most of them were familiar to him by sight, if not by name.

The slanna-built houses nestled like giant jewe s among the lush green foliage of the gentle hills. It was
warm aready, but they would probably have arainstorm later in the day—they had ashort storm nearly
every afternoon—that would wash away the heat and cool things down. The breeze siweeping down
from the mountains smelled pleasantly of forest. Except for this stupid speech, it was awonderful
morning.

Hedidn't meet either Clea or Philippaaong the way, and there was no one else hefdlt like talking to. He
followed the Tati into the center of town, where the five big domes clustered around a thirty-foot
waterfal. Two of the domesflanked the head of thefals, the other three were at the base. All five were
connected by curving tubes grown from silanna

Sean entered the Med Center. Like dl the domes, it had awide corridor circling theinside wall which
provided both accessto the inner areas and awakway for pedestrians just passing through. Sean
followed the corridor about halfway around, then took an escalator up to the tube that would lead him
over the Tati, to the Education Center.

"Tomy doom, that is," muttered Sean.

He stood in the middle of the tube. To hisleft the river was plunging over the cliff, creating aspray that
left little droplets al over the Side of the tube. To hisright the river rolled on down to Sanjo Bay, whereit
would eventudly join the waters of the great ocean, losing itsdlf dl together. Sean looked at theriver in
envy; right now disappearing into the Kartal seemed like awonderful idea. He sighed and headed for
school.

Zach 'Y amoto spotted him amost as soon as he entered the Ed Dome. With Clea at hisside, he came
scurrying over to greet Sean. "Okay, give," he said. "What's going on?"

"What are you talking about?" replied Sean sharply. He had enough troubles this morning; hewasin no
mood for any of Zach's nonsense.

"There's something big going on," said Zach, "and since you're the governor's son, | figured you'd know
what itis. So, what isit?"

"What makes you think thereé's something big going on?" asked Sean.



"l wasjust having atak with old X-Ray Ives" said Zach.
"Who?" asked Clea.
"He runsthe school," said Sean. "I'll explain later."

"Anyway," continued Zach, "I was trying to get him to see why | should be excused
from math and history—"

Sean raised a questioning eyebrow.

"Well, it didn't hurt to try," said Zach. "I might have made it, too, if Mr. Santori
hadn't come scuttling up and passed him that note. Ives took one look at it and told
me to scram. From the look on his face, whatever was in that note was hot news.
So—what isit?"

"I don't have the slightest idea," said Sean.
Zach looked crushed. "Space!" he said. "Y ou're asworthlessas | am!”
Sean was trying to decide whether to laugh or to punch him when the bell rang.

"Come on," he said, motioning toward the auditorium. "If it'sreally that big, welll
probably find out in there. If not, you'll still get to watch me make atotal jerk out of
myself. Either way you ought to have a good time."

"What do you mean?" asked Clea.
"Just wait," said Sean. "You'll find out soon enough."

A younger student handed them each afolded piece of paper as they walked through
the door. Sean glanced at the program and groaned when he saw his name.

Dr. Ives was standing near the door. When he spotted Sean he called his name and
beckoned to

him. Sean crossed to join the man. Cleawatched Dr. Ives, who was remarkably tall, bend over and
whisper to Sean. The dark-haired boy nodded and whispered back.

"Wédl, what wasthat dl about?' demanded Zach, when Sean returned to where he and Cleawere
walting.
"I'm not entirely certain,” said Sean. "But you were right about one thing: whatever's going on, isbig—hig

enough that they've canceled this morning's program. Since | was supposed to be spesking, Dr. Ives
thought | should know. But that was dl he would tell me. Come on, let'sfind a seat.”

Letting Zach and Clealead the way, Sean struggled with conflicting fedings. The first was enormous relief
that he didn't have to give the speech. The second was the certain knowledge, gathered from life on five
different planets, that in dmost al casesthe bigger the news, theworse it was.



CHAPTER FOUR:

Caravan to Catalan

Clealooked around esgerly asthe other students continued to file into the auditorium. She envied Sean,
who had been here on Gauguin for over two years. He was used to the place; he had had a chance to get
to know amost everyone.

Despite dl the tapes and holored s she and her family had viewed before they left Galahad, it seemed like
shedidn't know anything about Gauguin. She had seen it. But shewasn't part of it. Shefelt asudden,
desperate yearning to be back on Galahad where she belonged.

"You dl right?" asked Zach, leaning toward her.

She nodded, wondering how she had given herself away. To her embarassment, she realized she had
tears on her cheeks.

"How long have you been here?' she asked,
more to direct atention away from hersdlf than for any other reason.

"About six months, Earth time," said Zach. "It's been pretty good, so far. But |'ve been dreading this day
ever sncewe got here.”

"What do you mean?"

"Wl this place was pretty good when | arrived. They were gill doing set-up work, not too many people
around, no one much interested in what | was doing. But now that the first round of terraformingis
finished, that's all going to change. Now we're going to be civilized." He shivered. "Now they're going to
gtart worrying about my education again.”

"Don't you want to get an education?' asked Clea.
"Of course| do!" said Zach. "That'swhy | hate school so much.”

The conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Philippa Bidding. Her white-blond hair was tied back
inaponytail, and she was hanging onto the arm of a good-looking boy.

"I'd likeyou dl to meet Arkady Davidov," she said. "Arkady, thisis Sean Matthews and Zach Y amoto
and—oh, I'm sorry. | guess Sean never did introduce us."

Sean moved uncomfortably in his sedt.

"My nameis CleaTourni," said Clea, trying to keep her tone as gracious as possible.
Arkady shook hands with each of them, hisface serious and unsmiling.

Cleatook the chance to examine the new-

comer. Hewas alittle shorter than Sean, with close-cropped light brown hair, large eyes, and full,
sensuous-looking lips. His khaki-colored boorman was belted at the middie and equipped with numerous
pockets. The short deeves and legs—turned up twice to form crigp cuffs about three centimeters
wide—reved ed remarkably well-developed arms and legs.



Zach raised an eyebrow. "Y ou must work out,” he said.
"Daily," replied Arkadly.

"Look, Arkady," said Philippa, squeezing hisarm, "there's a couple of seats over there. Y ou'll excuse us,
won't you?' she said, turning to the others.

"Of course," said Sean.

Zach whistled softly asthey waked away. "That must have been ahell of afight you two had last night,”
hesad.

"Who sayswe had afight?" snapped Sean.

Before Zach could answer the tallest boy Cleahad ever seen stopped at the edge of their row. "Excuse
me," he said, pushing in past Sean. "Excuse me, sorry, excuse me.”

Cleawatched in amusement as he worked hisway toward the empty seet in the center of therow. He
looked asfragile as ahouse made of cards. She was hdf afraid someone would sneeze and knock him
over. "Who'sthat?' she asked Sean.

He shrugged. "I don't have any idea. The population here has doubled in the last two months.
I've been on most of the greeting crews, but I've till only met afraction of the people comingin.”

She nodded. The hum of voicesin the auditorium grew quiet asthe lights dimmed and Dr. Iveswalked to
the center of the stage.

Clealeaned over to Sean. "Why did Zach call him X-Ray Ives?' she asked.
"Rumor hasit he can seeright into people's heads," said Sean. "Besides, hiseyesglow in the dark.”
Cleamadealittle clicking sound &t the Side of her mouth to indicate her disgust.

"I'm not kidding," he whispered. "At least, not about the glow-in-the-dark part. It happensto everyone
who spends too much time on Alphorion. Philippas eyes are the same way. It's alittle spooky.”

Cleafound hersdf wondering how much time Sean had spent in the dark with Philippa

Dr. Ivesran ahand over hisbad head, which glistened in the overhead lights. "Good morning, and
welcometo Bradbury School,” hesaid. "'l fed thisingtitution iswell named, honoring, asit does, one of
Earth's greatest visionary writers. For what we have taken on hereis avisionary task—the settling and
claming of anew homefor theincreasngly far-flung humanrace.”

"Oh, spare me," whispered Zach.

"Unfortunately, Bradbury will not open thismorning after al.”

Zach sat sraight up in his seat. "Amazing," he whispered. "That'sthe first time anyone ever
actudly paid attention when | said that.”

"Asyou al know," continued Dr. Ives, "we have been experiencing asudden increase in seismic activity.
The problem itsdlf is not unexpected; the geological team had aready begun to work on the situation. The
timing, however, isasurprise to everyone, and the matter hasjust been reclassfied asa Type A



emergency. That means everyone from the Third and Fourth Cohortswill be working oniit.”
"Red work!" said Zach.
Sean looked at him in astonishment; the skate actually seemed pleased by the idea.

Dr. Ivesturned toward the edge of the stage and nodded. His assistant, Mr. Santori, walked on, carrying
along, metalic-looking rod.

"Of course," said Clea. "A Fault Finder!"
"Areyou talking about Ives, Santori, or that metal rod?" asked Zach.
Cleashushed him.

"ThisaFault Finder," said Dr. lves, taking the device from Santori. "Or, to be more precise, adevicefor
locating lines of stresswithin the earth's surface. When planted deep enough in Gauguin's crugt, these
deviceswill serve two purposes. Fird, they will feed our instruments vital information on the shifting
tectonic platesthat are causing the current problem. Second, and even more important, when severd
thousand such devices are linked in anetwork around amagjor faultline, they can actudly be used to
dissipate the stress and energy that lead to major

earthquakes. In the best case, the Fault Finders can completely prevent aquake. Even in lessthan the
best circumstances, they can often significantly reduce a quake's magnitude.”

Ives handed the Fault Finder back to Santori.

"The long-term plan has always been to plant anetwork of Fault Findersin the Lowentrout Fault, which
runs aong the inner edge of the Catalans. The long-term plan has just become the short-term plan. The
main computer isdoing athird run on the logistical planning right now. We will have maps, routes, and
planting sites by noon, which isthetime at which you are dl to be hack here, ready to leave. The people
who passed out programs on the way in will give you packing sheets on the way out. These will tell you
what you need to bring for yourselves, and what will be provided by the supply house.”

Dr. Ives mopped his brow. "1 apologize for the suddenness of dl this. | know you are dll devastated to
learn that your forma education will be delayed in this manner.”

The students began to hoot; Dr. Ives actualy smiled as he waited for the noise to die down. "1 think | can
guarantee you that within aweek we will be back on schedule. Until then, please take care of yoursalves.
| would liketo see all of you back here when school opens.”

Cleafdt a sudden stab of worry. How dangerous was this expedition going to be?
Philippawas standing in the yard behind her

family'sdome, Saring at the mountains. Her thoughts were interrupted by a synthesized voice saying,
"Perhaps you should come in now, dear.”

Philippasighed as she turned to her loco. The mechanica child-care device—an INtegrated L Ocal
COntrol PARENTAL Information System, informally called an IN LOCO PARENTIS, and known to
every kid in the Federation as a loco—was waiting behind her with a Swegter over itsarm.

"I'm all right, loco dear,” she said. As she spoke, she knelt and opened a pandl on theloco's side.
Reaching into the opening, she adjusted awire she had installed some time ago.



"All right, Philippa,” said theloco placidly. "I'll sseyou insde.”

Philippawatched in amusement as the loco rolled back into the dome. Though most kids experimented
with reprogramming their locos, very few of them were as successful at it as Philippa.

The loco gone, sheturned her eyes west, then north, following the line of the Catdlan Mountains as they
cupped around Ambora. She knew, from maps and holovids, that the Catalans continued in anortheast
linefor about three hundred kilometers until they merged with the Cynthians, a north-south running range
of mountains consderably taller and more precipitous than the rel atively gentle Catalans. The Lowentrout
Fault lay dong that line,

"Onemorething to do," she said. "One more placeto go."
"Do," said araucous voice nearby, "go!"

Looking around, Philippa spotted the dark brown head of atheskie peering at her from thefoliage. Its
orange eyes blinked comicaly in the sunshine.

"Oh, come here," she said, holding out her hand.

The theskie trotted out of the bushes, obviousdy hoping to have its head scratched. Two meterslong from
nosetotail, it ran on thickly muscled legs that supported its rounded body. It held itstiny front legs—or
arms—extended in front of it, asif reaching for something. In many ways the creature reminded Philippa
of pictures she had seen of some of Earth'sancient dinosaurs.

"I'm glad you guys are so friendly," she said. "Otherwise you'd be pretty scary.” Despite her mood,
Philippafound hersdf amiling.

"Do! Go!" sad thetheskie again.

Philipparan her fingers over the theskie's scales. They were dmost festhery in their softness. The dark
brown coat was mottled with white spots. When the theskie lifted its head she chucked it under the chin,
where the color began to soften to the buff tones that covered its belly.

"Yepyep yep," chuckled the theskie happily.

"You guysarecrazy,” sad Philippa

"Crazy!" agreed the theskie, ducking itslong

neck to force its head up under her hand. "Do! Go! Crazy!"

Philippa shuddered. The theskie's words were too close to what she had been thinking for comfort.

She was so alone here on Gauguin. If only she had someone she could talk to, someone she could
confidein. But she had enough troubles dready without telling anyone why one of the leading families of
Alphorion had suddenly "chosen” to moveto anewly opened planet like Gauguin.

"Crazy?"' chuckled the theskie happily.

"Oh, go away!" cried Philippa, flapping her arms at the beadt. It clucked in darm and ran back into the
bushes.

Philipparemained in the yard, rubbing her hands over her arms and staring up into the mountains.



I'm not ready for this, thought Clea, as she approached the Five Domes. | haven't been here long
enough.

She had discussed the matter with her mother, who had assured her that if sheredly felt that way she
could be excused from the Caravan. But, Dr. Tourni had also pointed out, to do so would separate her
from the other sudents at atime when they were forming important friendships. If Cleadidn't go onthe
expedition, she would be more of an outsider than ever.

So shewas going. But she still wasn't sure it was agood idea.

Adjusting the straps on her backpack, Cleatugged down the cuffs on her blue boorman and made her
way to the edge of the crowd gathered outside the domes.

"All st?" asked afriendly voice.

Sheturned and saw Zach Yamoto smiling a her. "1 think s0," she said cautioudy. "I'm feding kind of
nervous”

"Dont," said Zach"Itll befun."

"Some people have astrange idea of fun,” said Sean Matthews, strolling up beside them. Despite his
words, the look on hisface told Cleathat he was enjoying this, too. Besides, she remembered, he was
off the hook about giving that speech. No wonder he was looking so relaxed and happy.

She started to ask him where Philippawas, then thought better of it. Before the silence could become
uncomfortable, aloud voice came booming over the crowd.

"Thisis Governor Matthews spesking.”
Clealooked a Sean. Herolled hiseyes.

"| appreciate your cooperation with Operation Earthquake,”" the governor continued. "1 know many of
you have interrupted other important work to participate.”

"Not me," said Zach.

"They're not just sending the goof-offs," said Sean.
"They're not?" asked Zach, sounding surprised.
"Shhh!" hissed Clea. "l want to hear Sean'sfather."

Governor Matthews was in midsentence. "—fifteen hoverbuses, with twenty people each. Teamswill
work about five kilometers apart, planting Fault Finders according to maps worked out by geologists on
the main computer. Y ou will receive further ingtructions asyou travd. If those studentsin the Third
Cohort will moveto the south sde of the Plaza, your instructors will start boarding the buses. Studentsin
the Fourth Cohort, please move to the north."

Cleawaked with Sean and Zach to the south side of the Plaza.

"Greetings, heroes," said a youngish man, spesaking into apocket mike. "My nameis Marc Oblitt, and,
assuming we make it back here dive, I'll be teaching some of you history next week. For now, I'm unit
leader. There's about ahundred and thirty of you here. Wevefilled the remaining spots with scientists,
teachers, and a handful of volunteers. I'm going to load the buses by teams, which have been determined
according to some mysterious ritual performed by three geologists, a shrink, and acomputer. Oursis not



to reason why, but simply to plant Fault Finders. When | call your name and bus number, please board
asquickly aspossible.”

Clealistened intently for her name. To her disgppointment, neither Zach nor Sean was on her bus. To her
irritation, they were both on the same bus as Philippa.

On the other hand, Philippa's friend Arkady was on her bus, afact she didn't redize until he brokein on
her bad mood by asking if he could St with her.

"Mease do," she said, moving her pack onto her lap.
Arkady piled into the seat next to her.
"So, what planet are you from?" he asked.

William Whitehorse Mornette, nearly two meterstall and still growing, folded himself uncomfortably into
the last seat left on the bus. He sat with his eyesfixed straight ahead. His heart was beating wildly in his
chest. Thisentire sSituation filled him with dread.

| should have stayed home, hethought. / could have gotten out of thisif | had really tried. | should
have tried.

He closed his eyes and imagined himsalf back on Acedium, where the terrors of the world were kept out
by domes, and gravity was what it should be—which wasto say about one sixth of what it was here.

Hisfather had painted Gauguin as anew paradise.
Will felt like he had been given aninvitation to hell.

Thefact that hisloathsome haf-brother was on the same bus only made things worse. Paul shouldn't
even bein the Third Cohort; he was too young. Being so brilliant, he had been pushed ahead, uncommon
in an educationd system that

had been designed to make room for especialy bright kids.
The bus started to move, quickly leaving the city behind.

"Thereésthe Gandriaroad," said the driver, adark-haired professor named Katya K ovitch. Shewas
pointing off to the left. "The Gandrians will be sending out some teams, too—though not as many aswe
are, of course.”

Will looked in the direction she had pointed. Gandria, the only other settlement on Gauguin, wasredly
more of amining town than acity; its popul ation was much smaller than that of Ambora. Even so, he
found himsalf looking over his shoulder until the Gandriaroad was out of sight. When it disgppeared, he
fdt likethey had |eft their last link to civilization behind. Soon— too soon—only the buses and the dimly
marked road they followed spoke of anything other than awild, rough planet, daring them to try
themsdves againg itsdangers.

Before long they reached the edge of the true jungle. Will stared in awe & the enormoustrees. Hard to
imagine that this has been here, undisturbed, for thousands of years, hethought.

The gresat forest closed around them, and Will began to fed that he was entering a place not only ancient
and mysterious, but somehow almost sacred.

Theideamade him shiver.



CHAPTER FIVE:

Over the River

Clea stared through the window of the hoverbus as the forest closed around them. Thick vines stretched
from tree to tree, so numerous in some placesthey created what seemed like a second floor in the great
structure of the woods. Hanging clumps of moss dropped from the twisting branches of thick-trunked
trees. Dark shapes crawled aong vines or peered out from beneath umbrellalike leaves.

Cleawished she had paid more attention to those briefing sessions back on Galahad. What were those
animals? And how tall did these trees grow anyway? She turned away from the window. "It'sdark here,"
shesad with ashiver.

Arkady nodded. "This climateis as pleasant for plantsasit isfor people. It will be a constant struggleto
keep the forest from reclaiming Ambora."

She looked at him. "Do you really think so?" she said. "With all our equipment and
technology?'

He shrugged. "Unless we kill the forest permanently, which would be very bad for
us, it will continue to grow. Which means we will have to continue to fight it."

Clea knew what Arkady said was true. Y et the idea made the forest seem almost
sinister. She decided to change the subject. "Why do you spend so much time
working out?' she asked.

Arkady smiled. "What makes you think | spend alot of time at it?"

She glanced at his arm; even relaxed, the bicep strained against the fabric of his
khaki-colored boorman. "People don't usually get that way by accident," she said.

"Actualy, they do where | come from," hereplied. "The gravity here on Gauguinis
ninety-eight percent of Earth normal—hardly enough difference from what our
bodies are designed for to notice. But Theta, where | was raised, has a gravity right
at the edge of what humans can bear. Just walking around on my world was like
lifting weights."

"1t sounds awful," said Glea.

"Y ou get used to it. My problem now is that Gauguin is much too easy. It feels
wonderful, inaway. But if | don't work out every day, I'll lose my muscle tone
before long. Then it would be very hard to go home."

"lan't your family planning to stay on Gauguin?' asked Clea.

Arkady shrugged. "1 do not have to do everything my family does. | am Sixteen yearsold. In afew years
| will be ableto apply for planetary transfer if | want. Then—I intend to go home.”

Though he was not angry, or at least not angry a her, Arkady suddenly looked very frightening.



Cleaturned and looked back out the window. At least the forest was on the other side of the glass.
"You'rekidding," said Sean, looking at Zach in astonishment. ™Y ou have four brothers?’

"And two sgters” said Zach. "Can't forget Lilith and Portia. Makes them cranky.”

"And you lived on one planet dl your life?

"Until we came here. Good ole Mother Earth hersdf."

Sean shook his head. The longest he had ever lived on asingle planet was four Earth standard
years—and that had been when he was a baby. He barely remembered it. He looked out the window of
the hoverbus, wondering what it would be like to have areal home.

After amoment it struck him that even though Zach had been given the kind of stability he had dways
wanted himsdlf, it must have made it that much harder for him when he had to let go of that home. After
al, when Sean's own father had announced that they were leaving Vespen for Gauguin, he had been
irritated, but not surprised.

He had learned early on that if you didn't connect to things, it didn't hurt so much when you left them
behind. What had it been like for Zach, to leave behind a place he had lived dl hislife?

"Not as hard asyou think," said Zach, when Sean asked him about it. "To begin with, despite dl the stuff
you hear about Earth being the cradle of the human race, the mother of al culture, etc., blah, blah, blah,
the placeisapit. It shouldn't be—didn't used to be. But boy have they messed that planet up. | couldn't
wait to get off."

"I've heard that," said Sean.

In fact he had occasiondly repeated the idea himsdlf, though it was considered somewnhat traitorous. It
made him sad; he preferred the golden vision of the holovids to what people were saying Earth had redly
become.

"Anyway," continued Zach, "thisisthetimein aguy'slife when he wants some adventure. So when Dad
told us we were shipping out for anewly opened planet, | thought it was agreat idea. Besides, it wasn't
likel wasredly leaving home. When you've got afamily as big as mine, home tends to be anyplace
whereyou're dl together."

Sean nodded, thinking that Zach didn't seem to have any idea how incredibly lucky he redlly was.
Philippawasjust starting to doze off when Marc Oblitt, who was driving their bus, turned on the
speaker system and began making announcements.

"Keep your eyes open through here," he said, hisvoice more casua and friendly than she expected from
ateacher. "Well be passing through some pretty spectacular areas. Since these hoverbuses are so quiet,
you may get to see somewildlife that isn't quite asforward asthe theskies and quufers.”

That got adight laugh from some of thekids.

"About fifteen kilometers from here the road forks. | don't want you to get nervous when you see us
heading away from the rest of the buses. Remember, we have to string the Fault Finders over ahuge
area. For whatever reason, this crew has been given the privilege of making the longet trip. Along with
one other bus, well be heading for an observation station dmost at the end of the Catalans. Lucky



us—well get to bered explorers. Big waterfal coming up on our left in about ten minutes. End of
message for now."

Philippaclosed her eyes. How had she gotten hersdf into this? Stupid question. She knew how she had
gotten hersdlf into it. By being stupid. If shed had more brains, her family would still be on Alphorion
where they belonged—and she wouldn't be stuck on ahoverbusin the middle of thejungleon a
backwater planet light years away from anything that mattered. Light years from the boy who redlly
mattered.

She closed her eyes and tensed every musclein her body. The action was an aternative to cry-

ing, which she'd be damned if shed do here on this stupid bus. Without redlizing what she was doing, she
began dowly thumping her fist againgt the arm of her sedt.

"Hey," said the brown-haired girl next to her, who had introduced hersdf as Y adira Odetts. "Watch it!"

Philippastopped her arm in midswing. "Sorry," she said, without opening her eyes. "I'll be more careful
nexttime"

But she was speaking to herself, not Y adira. She hoped they would reach their destination soon. Things
weren't so bad when she was busy, when her mind and her hands were occupied.

At acry of surprise from the others, she opened her eyes. To their left alarge waterfdl tumbled into a
sparkling pond. Lolling beside it was a crested, lizardlike creature nearly ten meterslong. It watched
lazily asthe busturned off the main road, bardly vishleinitsdf, to travel on an even lesswell-marked

path.
"Too bad they can't cut thisbaby loose," said Zach. "We would have been there by now."

Sean nodded. They had been on the road for nearly six hours, and though the hoverbuses could easily do
120 kilometers per hour on an open stretch, he doubted they had traveled at more than athird that speed
for most of thejourney. He was glad the vehicle had ardief room; otherwise they would have lost even
moretime.

They had |eft the forest and weretraveling

aong the north side of the valey that separated the Catalans from the lower hillsto the south. The
mountains stretched upward to their [eft. Only rarely did one of them push itsway above the timberline.
For the most part they were carpeted with lush plant life, broken here and there by stark areas of bare
rock.

Sean was pleased by the fact that the other hoverbus that had come this far was the one carrying Clea
Tourni.

The two buses had crossed numerous small streams and rivers without incident. They didn't even require
abridge for the smaller ones; the hover mechanisms made it possible to smply skim across the surface of
the water. The wider streams, or the ones with banks too steep for the hover mechanisms, were spanned
by makeshift wooden bridges erected by the scientistswho had first explored this area. The bridgeswere
gtill in use by the crews that rotated their time between Amboraand the string of observatories and
communications towers that marched across the top of the Catalans; it was the crews occasional usage
that had kept the jungle from completely reclaiming the road.

Sean redlized that the small, gentle rivers had lulled their expectations. Despite Marc Oblitt'swarning,
none of them were quite prepared for what they came to next.



They heard it fird—adull, rumbling sound that initidly made Sean think they were experiencing another
earthquake. Then they rounded abend

intheroad and saw it—awide, dmost rampaging river that came roaring down over ahuge waterfal on
their left, only to disappear into awide gorge that cut straight acrossthe rock bed over which they were
traveling. Sean wondered how deep the gorge was. From where he was sitting, it wasimpossible to see
the bottom.

"Will you look at that!" cried Zach, leaning across Sean to get a better view out of the window. "Now
that'swhat | cdl awaterfdl!”

Marc dowed the bus as they approached the gorge. "Hate to interrupt anyone'srest,” he said over the
speaker system, "but you might want to get alook at thiswhile you can. Y ou won't seeitslike very
often.”

Everyone pushed to the | eft Side of the busto get a better look at the breathtaking sight, causing the
vehicleto tip to one side. It took amoment for the balance system to recdibrate itsalf and correct thetilt.

The gorge was nearly a hundred meters across. A specialy constructed flexite bridge about three meters
wide spanned the chasm.

Sean knew the design well. The bridge would be made of two dender poles spun from the same materia
used for the sky devators. About every haf meter athumb-thick crossbar of the same materid would
connect the two main poles. The whole thing was wrapped in paper-thin sheets of the same materid, then
treated with a combination of chemicasand ultraviolet light that would cause the flexite to become
extremdy rigid.

Sean knew from experience that the flexite poles extended about twenty meters beyond ether lip of the
gorge. The four endswould be firmly anchored. The bridges had been designed for thiskind of
wilderness use, and were consdered very safe. They only looked incredibly flimsy.

Oblitt dowed the bus as they drove onto the bridge. The other bus was about ten meters ahead of them.
Asthetwo hovercraft crept dowly over the gorge Sean wondered if the drivers were being cautious, or
smply giving everyone a chance to enjoy the scenery.

Widll, the view was spectacular. Asthey neared the center of the bridge he looked directly out at the
waterfall. It was at |east forty meterswide, and now that he could see the whole thing he redlized it was
nearly two hundred meters high—starting a hundred meters above the edge of the gorge, and stretching
another hundred meters straight down to the bottom. A huge plume of spray shot up from the place
where the water |anded.

The sides of the gorge were so steep it looked asif they had been cut from the rock with ahuge carving
knife. Except for an occasond heroic vellkul treg, the gorge walls were compaosed entirely of black and
red rock. Theriver thundered out from the base of the fals, over a series of rocky rapidsthat continued
to dope downward at about thirty-degree angle.

Theroar of the falswas s0 loud that no one

actualy heard the earthquake when it started. Sean, who was|ooking down at the base of thefalls, heard
someonein front of him scream. He snapped his head up and saw a huge chunk of rock, twice the size of
ahoverbus, separate from thelip of the falls and tumbleinto the gorge.

Now the roar was on them, merging with that of thefals, deafening, heart stopping. People were



screaming, legping back from the windows, asif that would protect them.

"Stop it!" bellowed Marc Oblitt's amplified voice."Hold till! I'm having a hard time kegping us on the
bridgeasitis"

Hiswordswerelost in the panic and chaos that erupted on the bus. Looking forward, Sean could seethe
first bus picking up speed, trying to get acrossthe bridge. To his horror he also saw thefar lip of the
gorge grind to theright, pulling the edge of the bridge with it. Huge chunks of black rock split away from
the diff and hurtled out of Sght.

As Sean watched the world fall apart around him he felt like time was dowing down. Helooked to his
|eft; the waterfall actually seemed to be vibrating. He flinched as the bus lurched forward, tipped
sdeways, and lurched again. The bridge couldn't possibly survive this punishment. They had to get off,
and fast.

He wished people would stop screaming. How could Marc think to drive with this noise going on?
The bus began moving backward.
Sean closed hiseyes. Hisinsdes fdt like they were going to erupt.

Suddenly he heard a sngp—high and clear, distinct from the generd rumble—and redlized with asinking
heart that one of the flexite poles had come loose from its anchor.

He could see the bridge begin to warp in front of them.

CHAPTER SIX:

The Leader of the Pack

Will Mornette watched in fascination as the hoverbus raced toward the end of the rippling bridge. He
could fed thefloating vehicle buck in response to the movements of the flexite surface. Suddenly the
bridge twisted Sdeways, sending them diding periloudy closeto itsright edge.

For ahorrible moment Will found himsdlf staring down into the gorge. He held his bregth, certain they
were going to go over. Then the driver managed, somehow, to correct their course. She dammed in all
the power she could. The bus shot forward, past the edge of the bridge, which waslifting even asthey
crossed it.

They were on solid ground. Only at that moment the "solid ground” seemed as precarious asthe terrifying
bridge had been. The only advantage here was that there was no placeto fal.

Unless, thought Will, a chasm should open underneath us. Even asthe thought crossed hismind, he
felt the bus begin to move downward.

He closed his eyes and grabbed for the seat in front of him.

Theinsde of the hoverbus till on the bridge was absolute chaos. People were screaming and shoving,
even struggling to get out of the bus.

Asif that would do them any good, thought Philippa grimly. She turned toward the window. Asthe bus
rocked from sde to sde the waterfal and the gorge walls swung across her field of vison like some



insane holovid. She closed her eyes; it wastoo terrifying to watch.

Then one of thefools at the front of the bus (why couldn't those idiots stay in their seats?) sumbled
and fell forward. Helanded on Marc, knocking his hands off the whedl and pushing him sideways so that
his head struck the window. Suddenly, the world held gtill again. But the driverless hoverbus continued to
wobble back and forth on the twisted remains of the bridge. A hundred meters below, the raging river
swirled around jagged rocks that had fallen from the cliffs and now thrust like newly sprouted fangs from
the surface of the water.

The lead hoverbus settled to the ground with asigh. Dr. Kovitch pushed the button marked DOOR and
the entire front of the vehicle began

to lift up. Theterrified passengers crowded into the aide.
/ wonder if they think we'll be any safer outside the bus than inside, thought Cleacrosdy.

"Comeon," said Arkady, grabbing her by the elbow and hauling her to her feet. "We may be able to
hdp."

She didn't understand what he meant, until they were outside and she saw that the second bus, the one
carrying Sean and Zach, was stuck on the twisted remains of the bridge.

"What can we do?' she whispered in horror.
"l don't know," said Arkady. "Let'swait and see.”

Sean had stayed quietly in his seat throughout the earthquake. He was as frightened asthe others; his
heart seemed to be trying to beat itsway out of his chest, and the blood was singing in his ears. But he
had aso been aware that there was nothing he could do.

Now he could no longer afford that detachment. Those who had given in to panic were thregtening
everyoneslives. If they didn't hold gtill they were apt to nudge the bus from its precarious position on the
bridge and send it plummeting into the gorge below.

Despite theringing in hisears, his senses seemed to be wildly alert—he had a sense of heightened
control, heightened power.

"Shut up and hold till!" he roared. "Now!"
Hisvoice, crisp, clear, and in command, had a

caming effect on those not totaly lost to panic. In turn, they tried to calm the others. The noise began to
subside.

"Don't anyone move," Sean ordered, hisvoice still strong, but no longer harsh. " Shut him up,” he added,
referring to aboy two rows behind him who was screaming hystericaly. The girl next to him dapped his
face hard, three times. The boy continued to snivel, but the screaming was over.

"Zach, get out of my way," said Sean softly.
Zach turned Sdewaysin his sedt.

"Now listen," said Sean, moving very cautioudy into the aide that extended down the side of the
hoverbus. "If no one does anything stupid, there's achance we can dl get out of thisaive. For starters,
that means not moving any more than necessary, until we figure out just how much the bus and the bridge



will teke"
He had to speak loudly to be heard above the waterfall. But at |east everyone was paying attention now.

"Wedon't have alot of timeto waste," he added, not saying out loud what everyone dready knew—that
there would probably be an aftershock. "So let's use what we've got wisdly."

He pointed to adark-haired girl in the first row. "Marie—moving dowly, take alook at Mr. Oblitt."
The girl leaned around the driver's seat. "He's breathing,” she said. "But he's out cold.”

Sean nodded. "All right—then things are up to us. And getting him off safely isgoing to be one

of our jobs. Everyone hold till. I'm going to seeif | can get the front of the bus open.”

... Without dumping us into the gorge, he added silently, hoping he could get through this without
making the wrong move.

Hetook a step forward. The bus tipped—ever so dightly—and then held steady. He gave the others
credit. Everyone flinched, and severa of them let out sharp gasps. But no onelost it.

Hetook another step. The bus held solid and didn't move again at dl until he made it to the front, when it
shifted just afew centimeters.

From his new vantage point Sean could see part of what had happened. The quake had pulled the east
sde of the bridge—their destination—s deways and up. The combination of that motion and the snapping
of one pole had created akind of curl into which the bus had settled. It wasn't exactly secure; if the
vehicle moved too far in either direction it would tumble out and down. But the Situation wasn't quite as
fragile as he had feared.

He snapped on the bus-to-bus communication system. "Thisis Sean Matthews," he said, speaking into
the hand-held mike. ""Can you read me?"

"l copy you, Sean,” said afamiliar voice.

"Katyal Thank goodnessit'syou.” One of the early members of the settlement team, Dr. Kovitch had
become agood friend of the Matthews family. "What does the situation look like from out there?"

"Not good, but not impossible. Where's Oblitt?"

"Out cold. Victim of panic—not hisown."

Dr. Kovitch cursed. "Can you get at your supplies?’ she asked.

"I doubt it. I'd have to get around to the side of the busto get at the storage area.”

"Figures. Okay, listen. We've got lots of rope. I'm going to have someone work their way out to you with
it."

"Negative," said Sean. "'l don't think we should put any more strain on the bridge than we haveto." He
looked out the front window. "Thetilt of the bridge isn't that bad. If everyone holds on to the edge they
can move aong it with no problem. I'll stay herewith Mr. Oblitt. If he's not awake by the time everyone
elseisoff thebridge, I'll come hafway, and you can toss me somerope.”

Kovitch hegitated. "It'syour butt," she said at last.



"I know," said Sean.

Heturned around. The others were looking at him, faces serious, eyeswide and worried. Hefelt alittle
sick. Why had he decided thiswas hisjob? What if everything fell apart? He swallowed. It didn't redlly
make any difference how hefelt. He had to go through with this,

"Everyonelisten up. I'm going to try to open the front of the bus. Onceit's up, we head out one at atime.
Wait for meto cal you. Once you're out, hold on to the edge of the bridge and you

shouldn't have any trouble getting across." He glanced out the window again. "Be careful. The spray from
thefalsreachesthisfar, so it may bealittle dippery. Hold on tight."

He reached past Mr. Oblitt's shoulder and put hisfinger on the button that operated the front of the bus.
He hesitated, wishing he could adjust the speed, make the door open dowly. He thought about doing it in
severd steps, but decided the on-and-off action might cause unnecessary motion.

Taking a deep breath, he pressed the button.

Arkady stood between Cleaand Dr. Kovitch. He held his breath as the front of the bus on the bridge
began to open.

It was excruciating to watch. The bus was tilted away from them, back toward the western edge of the
gorge. The dight twist in the flexite surface had kept the bus from diding over the edge of the bridge and
into the gorge. But the holding effect was tenuous at best. It would take very little to send the bus—and
everyone on it-dipping Sdewaysinto the chasm.

Thefront of the buslifted up ten centimeters, twenty, then thirty.
Sop, thought Arkady. That's enough. Don't push it any more than you have to.

Asif whoever was opening the door had heard him, the motion stopped. A head appeared in the
opening, and agirl wearing a blue boorman crawled out of the bus. She started to stand, then

thought better of it. Lying down on her somach, she gripped the upper edge of the twisted bridge. It was
only afew centimeters thick. Taking a deep breath, she began to work her way across the gorge.

Another girl appeared, and then aboy. Soon there were seven people working their way acrossthe
bridge.

Arkady could fed theripple of tension in his group as the bus suddenly dipped sdeways again. When it
stopped and held, it seemed asthough they all relaxed together.

They waited, but no one else appeared.

Zach had watched Sean take charge of the Situation in the bus with a combination of surprise and
admiration. If thiswas one of his daydreams, he would be the one directing the escape operation now.
Instead he was gitting here, waiting for histurn to get out.

Thewait was agonizing. Each person who crawled through the door had the potentid to shift the bus
enough to send the rest of them to their doom. It was al he could do to stay in his seat. It wasn't SO much
that he wanted to get out ahead of the others as that he wanted to move for them; he couldn't stand the
fact that hislife depended on someone else not being too clumsy.

He had afedling Sean was going to save himfor last. That's what you get for being the hero's buddy,



he thought. He closed his eyes, wonder-

ing if that would make the waiting easier. It didnt.

When he opened his eyes again he redlized that something had gone wrong.

"l can't,” said the boy who was now crouching at the edge of the door. "I can't do it."
"You haveto," said Sean gently.

The boy shook his head. Zach could see that he was trembling.

Sean looked desperate. "The othersare waiting," he said. "We don't have time to spare.”
"I'm sorry,” said theboy. "l cant doit.”

Zach could see tears running down the boy's cheeks. He was trying to figure out some way to help when
Philippaspoke up. "I'll gowith him."

Zach blinked in astonishment. Philippa?

Sean hesitated. "All right," he said after amoment. "Madden, Philippais going to go with you. Can you
makeit if theré's someone with you?"

The boy, Madden, nodded his head. "I think s0," he said softly.

Philippa made her way to the front of the bus. Zach redized she was taking an awful chance. If Madden
panicked, did something stupid, he could easily take her over the edge with him.

He heard Sean whispering to Philippa. She nodded her head and crawled past Madden. Zach flinched as
their combined weight caused the busto shift again. He could sense everyone around him holding their
breath, asif they weredl trying to will the businto keeping its position.

Thebus held. Zach let out his breath. He didn't care whether the explanation had to do with will power,
physics, or dumb luck. Hed go for anything that worked right now.

The rest of the evacuation went smoothly. Before long the only ones | eft were Sean, the still-unconscious
Oblitt, and himsdf.

Sean turned to Zach. "'I'm going to need your help,” he said.

Zach nodded. He had been expecting this. He made hisway to the front of the bus.
Sean was bending over Mr. Oblitt.

"Mr. Oblitt,” he said softly."Marc. Can you hear me?"

The only response was agroan.

"What do you think?" said Sean." Can we handle him?"

"I'd fed better if we had arope,”" said Zach.

"I'd fed better if we had wings," replied Sean.

"Try again," sad Zach.



Sean shook Oblitt gently. The teacher groaned and rolled his head back. "Where am |?" he asked.
"Onthebus" said Sean. "Listen, Zach and | are going to try to get you out of here. Can you help?
"Dunno.”

Sean looked a Zach. "Thisisn't gonnabe easy,” he said.

Zach shrugged. "Maybe we can talk him out of afew weeks of homework."

Sean ignored the wisecrack. "Come on. Let's get going before the aftershock hits."

"You got it, partner.” Zach positioned himsalf behind Mr. Oblitt. Working together, the boys managed to
lift the man out of his seat. Sean crouched a the opening, trying to figure out what to do next.

"Givemeyour bdt," hesaid a las.

Zach did as he was asked. Sean dipped the bt off his own boorman and buckled the two together. He
dipped the loop over Mr. Oblitt's shoulders and then pulled the man's arms through it. Next he crawled
under the edge of the door.

p "Okay, push,” he said, reaching back in and

grabbing the belts.

Zach braced himsdlf against the driver's seat and hel ped guide Mr. Oblitt's body out through the opening.
Hefdlt the bus begin to shift.

"Haveyou got him?" he cried.

"Yed Get out!" yelled Sean.

Zach scrambled for the door. The buswas diding faster. He knew it was going to go. Slipping his head
under the opening, he wrapped his arms around Mr. Oblitt's body and prayed that Sean had agood grip
on the edge of the bridge.

He howled in pain asthe door scraped over hislegs. Staring in horror, his heart pounding at the thought
of how narrowly he had escaped the deathtrap, he watched the bus pivot sideways. It

stopped at the edge of the bridge for just amoment, teetering hesitantly.

Sean shouted awarning. The weight of the buswas pulling at the bridge, causing it to tip further
Sdeways.

Zach tightened hisgrip on Oblitt'slegs. Suddenly, asif it had made up its mind to stop fighting gravity, the
bus dipped over the edge and disappeared into the gorge.

Zach watched thefirst few moments of thefal. Then he closed hiseyes.

When the bus landed, he could barely hear the crash above the roar of thefals.

CHAPTER SEVEN



Sean and Zach

Sean had hisleft arm hooked over the upper edge of the twisted bridge. Hisleft Side was pressed against
the dick, wet flexite that led like adide to the chasm below. He trembled with the effort of holding the
belt that was the only thing keeping Zach and Mr. Oblitt from dipping into that chasm. Hisbody fdt likeit
was being ripped in two.

The surface of the bridge was dicker than he had expected; the spray from the fals, though not heavy,
was congtant, and the flexite was completely covered with water.

Tightening hisgrip on the belt, he looked past Zach to where the bus had vanished into the gorge. "Are
you dl right?" he caled, yelling to be heard above the roar of the falling water.

"| think s0," replied Zach. "My legs are kind of banged up. But at least I'm not in the bus.”
"Not agood place to be right now," agreed Sean. "Can you makeit up to the edge of the bridge?"
"I don't know. Let's see what happens.”

Using one hand to keep hisgrip on Mr. Oblitt, Zach placed the other hand against the surface of the
bridge and tried to pull himsdlf upward. "Not achance," he groaned. "Thisthing isdicker than aVespen
mudwallow."

"Givemeaminute!" yelled Sean. Kegping one hand clamped around the belt that held Mr. Oblitt, he
worked hisarm over the edge of the bridge. "Okay," he caled. "I've got a better grip. Pull yourself up
aong Mr. Oblitt'sbody."

Zach inched hisway upward, hoping Mr. Oblitt wouldn't suddenly lift hisarmsand dip out of the
makeshift harness by which Sean was supporting him. When he could reach Sean's arm, which wasrigid
with the effort of supporting the three of them, he used it as a brace to swing his body sdeways. On the
third try he managed to link hisfoot over the Sde of the bridge. After that it was arelatively smple matter
to pull himsdlf level with Sean. Reaching down, he took hold of the harnessto relieve hisfriend of some
of the burden.

They hung there for amoment, each of them with one arm linked over the edge of the bridge, Oblitt's
body dangling between them. Zach pulled himself up to peer over the edge of the bridge, and wished he
hadn't. When he looked toward hisfest, the stretch of bridge seemed to separate him from the abyss
below. But from this

angleit wasastraight drop to theriver that frothed and spumed around the rocks so far below. He
turned and looked straight out in the other direction. The awesome waterfal seemed tofill hisview. His
boorman was aready soaked with its spray.

"Let'sget going," said Sean. "l don't want to be hanging around out hereif there's an aftershock!™

Zach nodded. Tightening hisgrip on the bridge, he leaned hisface againgt his shoulder and tried to wipe
away some of the spray. "Let'sgo,” he said.

After afew triesthey developed a system: Sean would inch backward aong the bridge, pulling Mr. Oblitt
with him, while Zach moved forward, pushing on the teacher's body with hislegs. Once they had the
rhythm, they were ableto move dong fairly rapidly.

They did pretty well that way until Mr. Oblitt woke up.



Arkady Davidov had been standing at the edge of the gorge, hel ping people climb onto the bank once
they had crossed the bridge. Now everyone except Zach, Sean, and Mr. Oblitt had made it over. He
turned to watch the two boys as they struggled with the unconscious man. After amoment he tapped Dr.
Kovitch on the shoulder and said, "We need arope.”

Kovitch turned, irritated at being distracted
from the drama on the bridge. "What did you say?"

"We need arope,” repeated Arkady. "In case they have trouble with Mr. Oblitt. If | take some rope out
to them, we will have abackup system in case they losetherr grip.”

The dark-haired professor considered Arkady's proposal for afew seconds. "No," she said. "I don't
want you going out there. Weve got three at risk aready. No sense in taking a chance on losing anyone
d"

Arkady frowned. "What if thereis an aftershock?" he asked. "If things start shaking, | doubt they will be
able to hold onto the bridge and Mr. Oblitt a the sametime. Or what if we lose the bridge atogether?”

Kovitch closed her eyes. "Well toss them somerope,” she said.

Glancing over her shoulder to make sure nothing had gone wrong during their brief conversation, sheled
Arkady back to the bus. They dug a coil of rope out of the storage area and returned to the edge of the
gorge. "They'reintroublel” said agirl. "Damn,” said Dr. Kovitch weskly. "We should have moved
faster." Arkady at her hedls, she hurried back to the bridge.

But everything appeared asit had when she lft.
"Who said trouble?' she asked harshly. Arkady was surprised to see Clea step forward.
"l did," shesad. "Please believe me. They'rein trouble. / can tell.”

A cry from the bridge drew everyone's attention. Dr. Kovitch cursed again. "Arkady,” she said, "throw
themtherope." "I can't," he said flatly, handing the ropeto her. "My reflexes still haven't adjusted to this
gravity. | would miss. Youdoit."

"Hold till, Mr. Oblitt!" shouted Sean desperately.

He knew he couldn't blame the teacher. If he had opened his eyesto find himsdlf stretched out on adick
bridge tilting down to a hundred meter drop, he would have reacted, too. But the man's startled
movement had nearly pulled the linked belts out of Sean's hand. And holding onto the belts had nearly
broken his grip on the edge of the bridge. He pulled himsalf back up.

"You okay?' yelled Zach.
Sean nodded. "How about you?"'

Zach'slong brown hair, completely soaked by the spray from the falls, was plastered against his neck
and forehead. "I've been better,” he said. "But I'm il here”

"Mr. Ohlitt?"
The only answer was agroan.

"What do you think," yelled Zach. "Would it work better if we pulled him up here, held him by the arms?"



Sean shook hishead. "I think we'd have less contral," he shouted back. He didn't add that he was afraid
to put any more strain on the make-

shift harness than necessary. He had a stomach-churning fear that if they pulled too hard, Mr. Oblitt's
armswould lift and let the belts dide over hishead. Or, just as bad, they might catch under hischin and
granglehim.

He had no ideawhat they were going to do when they got to the edge of the bridge.
Asit turned out, Mr. Oblitt had ideas of hisown.
"Pull me up,” he called after they had traveled another meter or so. "Pull me up.”

Zach looked at Sean. Sean nodded. If Oblitt panicked and started to struggle it could be fata for al of
them. Better to pull him up to the edge of the bridge. "Hold tight, sir," he yelled. "Keep your arms
clamped down."

Working in unison, they tugged on the belts.
"Damn," said Zach. "Now what do we do?"

They had pulled the teacher asfar asthey could with the belts. Sean hesitated. " Tighten your grip,” he
sad. "I'm going to let go of the beltsand try to get my hand under hisarm.”

Zach nodded. Glancing past Sean, he spotted something at the edge of the gorge. "Wait asec,” he said
suddenly. "New development!”

Will Mornette watched Dr. Kovitch working with the rope until he couldn't stand it anymore. "Not like
that," he said, pushing hisway past severa kids to where the woman was trying to put aloop in the end
of therope. "Y ou'll strangle them." Without waiting” for permission, he took the

rope out of her hands. Hislong, nimble fingers moved in intricate patterns as he quickly crested five loops
at the end of therope. "Threefor Oblitt, one for Sean, onefor Zach," he said, handing the rope back to
Dr. Kovitch. "Well have to count on them to figure out how to useit.”

Shetook the coil of rope, stepped to the edge of the gorge, and flung it forward. Thetrio on the bridge
was perhaps twenty-five meters away. The harness el about two meters short, did aong the danting
surface, and dropped into the gorge.

Cursang, Dr. Kovitch pulled the rope back in, coiling it asit came.

Will watched her, hishandstwitching asif he was dying to get hold of the rope again himsalf. But when
she offered it to him he shook hishead dismally. "You do it,” hesaid. "I don't think | can throw it that
fa."

He watched her turn and fling the rope out toward the boys. A cheer went up asthe harness landed
between them.

"Wl done, Dr. Kovitch," said Will. "Now hadn't we better get that braced around something?”

She handed the rope to Will. He was heading for atree about five meters back from the edge of the cliff
when the aftershock knocked him to the ground.

"What are we supposed to do with this?" asked



Sean, when the harness came flying over his shoulder.

"Support system,” shouted Zach. "Get aloop around each of us. Then if the bridge goes, weve dill got
something to hold onto. The extraloops are for hislegs—to keep him from diding through if he's not
aware enough to hold on."

Sean nodded. "I'll hold him," he yelled, tightening hisgrip on the belts. "Y ou try to get him into this."
"Becareful," muttered Mr. Oblitt.

Zach dipped the last loop on the rope around his own waist before he let go of the edge of the bridge.
Holding on to Mr. Oblitt's boorman, he lowered himsdf dong the dope, then began working the large
central loop over the teacher'slegs. He was glad Mr. Oblitt was aware enough to help; otherwiseiit
would have been twice as hard. He had just dipped one of the smaller loops over Oblitt's right foot when
the bridge began to vibrate.

"Hold on!" yelled Sean. "Herewe go!"
The aftershock knocked Philippaoff her fest.
We've lost theml was her firgt thought as she hit the ground. They're gone.

Then her brain began to process what she had seen, what had happened too fast for her to comprehend
at first. Arkady had been standing next to the rope. When the tremor hit he dove for it, wrapping it
around his arm as he went down.

Ignoring the rumbling earth, sheforced hersdlf to her knees.

Arkady wasjust afew feet away. He was on his kneestoo, leaning back away from the cliff. Hisface
was red with effort. The musclesin hisarmswere bulging; the veinsin his neck stood out asif they were
going to burst.

But he had them.
He had them!
Thisisit, thought Sean as he saw the bridge split across the center.

They started to fal. The bridge, three meterswide and only afew centimetersthick didn't fal straight
down. Instead, caught by the air, it flapped and fluttered like along streamer of paper.

Sean's reflexes took over. Wrapping one arm around the rope that ran past his shoulder, he rode the
bridge down like it was adying kite. They hit the side of the cliff hard enough to knock the breath out of
him—but not hard enough to break his grip on therope.

He looked down. Marc Oblitt's body—nhalf in and half out of the harness—hung sideways from the rope.
His head was about an arm's length beneath Sean'sfest.

Beyond Oblitt he could see Zach, clinging to the rope with both hands. He was supported by the loop.
He had his eyes closed.

Beneath Zach, Sean could see the end of the bridge, then the great drop to the bottom of the

gorge. Heraised his eyes, and saw the other haf of the bridge. It hung down the face of the opposite cliff
likealong gray banner.



Thethunder of the waterfall filled his ears. He closed his eyes and tightened hishold on therope. / wish |
had had time to get one of the loops around my own waist, he thought, leaning his head back against
the dick gray surface of the bridge. Then, to his astonishment, he felt himsalf diding upward.

Will Mornette watched in admiration as Arkady began to back up. How he wished he had even hdlf that
drength!

As soon as there was room between Arkady and the edge of the cliff, others rushed in to help. Step by
step they moved back.

A moment later Sean Matthews appeared at the edge of the cliff.

Eager hands reached out to help him over. Soon Mr. Oblitt appeared, then Zach Y amoto, who
astonished everyone by knedling down and kissing the ground threetimes.

"I knew | should have stayed home," he said, staggering to hisfest.

CHAPTER EIGHT:

Pesky Theskies

With one buslogt, the kids had to take turnswalking and riding. Cleadidn't mind the waking; in some
waysit wasredly more fun than riding. But the unexpected arrival of apack of theskiesjust asit was
beginning to get dark nearly scared her into acoma.

She waswalking briskly near the front of the group when the beasts arrived. She might not have been so
gtartled, had she not been busy replaying the day's eventsin her mind. She found hersdlf torn between
irritation and awe at the way Philippa had managed to play up to both Sean and Arkady after their heroic
actions at the bridge.

Her thoughts were interrupted by arustling in the bushes beside her. She turned and saw along-necked
creature dart into the roadway. "Gack!" it said, faling into step beside her.

Clea shrieked and jumped aside.
"Gack!" cried the creature in darm; it jJumped back into the bushes.
Cleaheard afamiliar laugh beside her. "Don't worry," said Zach. "It'sjust atheskie."

"Theskiel" cried araucous voicein the bushes. Severa other voices picked up the cry. "Theskie!
Theskie! Theskie!"

"Sounds like awhole pack of them,” said Zach. "They'reincredible mimics"
"Ick!" said avoicein the bushes.

"Areyou sure they're not dangerous?' asked Clea. Since her arrival, she had seen severd of the
creatures poking around the edges of Ambora. But she had figured those were domesticated in some
way. These were wild theskies.

"Hasn't been a case of atheskie attacking a human in dl the time people have been here," said Zach.
"Annoying them, yes. But none of them have ever harmed anyone.”



Asif on cue, atheskie poked its head out of the bushes ahead of them.
"Ackle ackle ackle," it said, sounding cranky.

"Watch," said Zach. He held out his handsin front of him and walked dowly toward the theskie. It
watched him carefully, its amber eyesfollowing his every moment. When he was close enough, Zach put
his hand on the theski€e's head, which was at about waist height. The creature hesitated for amoment,
then pushed up with its head. It made akind of chuckling sound in the middie of itslong neck.

"Don't encourage them, Zach," said Dr. Kovitch, who was waking beside them. "WEéll have theskies
everywhere."

"Wewill anyway," said Zach. "Unless you want to scare them away.”

Dr. Kovitch looked serious. "1 don't think you can scare them away without hurting one of them. And
you know how the Planetary league feds about that."

Zach nodded. A handful of ecologica disastersin the early years of the Planetary Settlement Program
had prompted severe penalties for bringing unnecessary harm to native creatures.

"| agree with those laws," said Clea stoutly.

"Sodol," sad Dr. Kovitch. "But sometimes | think the League gets alittle carried away in the
enforcement. | feel nervousif | swat abug these days. And if we don't figure out some way to keep these
besdtiesin line were going to have big problems. Here, look at this.”

Four or five theskies were waking beside them now. Dr. Kovitch put her arm around the neck of the one
nearest to them, which promptly adjusted its gait so that it was walking right beside her. She stopped and
lifted itsleft front leg.

Cleabent over to examine the theskie's foot. It was shaped something like ahuman hand, with threelong
fingersthat ended in rather ferocious-looking claws.

Dr. Kovitch pointed to the inmost finger. "' An opposable thumb,” she said. " These hands can

grasp and turn and manipulate dmost aswell asahuman's. If one of these animals ever managesto get
insde our buildings—and | predict that's going to happen before too much time goes by-just think of the
mischief it could cause, playing with switchesand levers.”

Cleanoticed that despite her ominous words, Dr. Kovitch was stroking the theski€'s neck.

"I'll tell you right now—dedling with theskiesis something the human race isgoing to haveto give alot
more thought to if we redlly want to settle Gauguin.”

The theskies were still tagging aong when Mr. Oblitt and Dr. Kovitch decided it was time to make camp
for the night.

Mr. Oblitt, who was still feding too shaky to walk, had driven the remaining hoverbus throughout the
afternoon. He had caled ahead to tell the observatory not to expect the group until the following morning.
He had dso given them abrief report regarding the incident on the bridge. In turn the observatory had
contacted the colony officials back in Ambora, who had promised to send additiona supplies—and a
replacement stock of Fault Finders—by air.

Cleahad changed into a brown boorman with long deeves and long legs. When she came out of her tent,



she found a spot near the campfire and watched as Dr. Kovitch pushed afresh log into the flames. She
huddled closer. Thefire provided

just enough hest to counteract the dight chill that had come with nightfall.

Some trace elementsin the wood gave the flames agreentint. A pair of theskies stood nearby, clucking
softly to themsdlves. The night wasfilled with rich, musky smells. Cleasaw Sean and Mr. Oblitt stringing
an dectronic barrier around the perimeter of the campsite. At least she would be able to deep without
worrying about wandering wildlife. She sighed contentedly and leaned back to look up at the two moons.

"Judtine and Juliette," said Arkady, who was Sitting on alog nearby. "Pretty, aren't they?”

Cleanodded. Juliette, the larger of Gauguin's two moons, had risen firdt. It was nearly full, and the light it
reflected from the blue sun seemed to fill the night with silver. The waxing crescent of Justinewas just
gtarting to show over the tops of the trees. It would remain in the sky long after Juliette had disappeared.

Dr. Kovitch poked the fire again and turned to Arkady. "I've been meaning to ask you why you wouldn't
throw the rope for me this afternoon,” she said.

Arkady shrugged. "'l would have missed.”

"I don't understand,” said Clea, tucking her feet beneath her. "Y ou're so strong, why would throwing a
rope be a problem?

Arkady looked embarrassed. "l am very clumsy here" he said after amoment. "Nothing weighswhat it
should, and my body ill hasn't learned how to deal withit."

"At least you're over capable," said Will mournfully. "I've got the opposite problem. | can hardly move
herel"

"Where are you from?" asked Zach.

"Acedium. It's one of the dome worlds." He looked up at the wide, starry sky and shivered. "We never
went outside there. It was too dangerous.”

"Will would be much happier if hisfather had never met my mother," said asmal, dark-haired boy sitting
at the edge of thecircle.

"Shut up, Paul,” said Will. Hisvoice was weary, asif he were extremdly tired, though whether he was
tired of lifein generd or just his stepbrother was hard to say.

"Will hatesme," Paul continued cheerfully.

I'm not sure | blame him, thought Clea.

"Y ou look kind of young to bein the Third Cohort," said Zach.
“I'm fourteen," said Paul defensively.

"Y eah, and hefinished dl the Third Cohort curriculum two years ago,” said Will. "They just don't know
what dseto dowith him."

"Shut up,” said Paul.

Thisis getting unpleasant, thought Clea, wishing she could Sdetrack the conversation. She started to



hum to hersdlf, hoping asong would divert them. She could have hugged Zach when hejoined in. She
was even more delighted when he started to sing the words. He had awonderful voice! It wasalittle
high, but very pure and clear.

She matched her voiceto his and they took off,

playing with the song, siretching it to see what they could do. Thetheskies stirred in their deep. Thefire
crackled. Cleaand Zach reached the end of the song, looked at each other, and broke out laughing.

They went through afew more songs, then someone started telling astory about hissster getting stuck in
aswamp on Tieff. Pretty soon everyone was swapping tales about their old homes. Cleafound it swest,
but alittle sad. She realized thiswasthe group's only real bond: they were al homesick together.

The fire began to die down. Mr. Oblitt and Dr. Kovitch announced it was time for everyone to head for
their tents. Despite some grumbling, it didn't take long for people to follow their advice.

What a day, thought Cles, as she crawled into the tent she was sharing with Y adira Odetts. Within
minutes Y adirawas snoring—a soft, gentle sound Clea found dmost comforting. Shelaid back and
closed her eyes. Shewasjust drifting of when she recelved the first message.

Her eyesflew open. She sat up and turned toward Y adira. "Did you—"

But the other girl was Hill snoring, her bresth deep and. regular. Puzzled, and not alittle frightened, Clea
lay back down.

She was nearly adeep before it happened again—asif it couldn't come when her conscious mind wasin
control.

The message came not in words, but some strange combination of images and fedlings.

Although she had no sense of physical danger, Cleabegan to tremble. It was the strangeness of it that
terrified her.

Not that what she was experiencing was very clear. She was recelving a sense of something-something
ancient, something beautiful, and something that ended in grest tragedy.

And beyond dl that, one other thing—an urgent need, a most acommand. It cameto her asafeding. But
if she had been forced to expressit in words, she would have trandated it as. Please come. Someone
must know. Someone must bear witness.

CHAPTER NINE:

Drill Teams

"Up, up, up! Thesunisshining. It'sabeautiful day. We haveto get busy because theworldisfaling to
pieces.

Zach groaned. Dr. Kovitch was entirely too cheerful for thistime of day—whatever timeit was. The tent
flap rattled again. "Comeon," sheydled, "let'sget moving!"

Zach opened his eyes. Sean was just closing the neck of hislong-deeved boorman.



"Ah, the great kate awakes!" said Sean, shaking his shouldersto stretch the light green fabric. "Come
on, hero. Our publiciswaiting."

"Don't we get aday off after yesterday?' grumbled Zach. Herolled over and pulled the edge of his
deeping bag over hishead.

"Thisis earthquake wesather," replied Sean. "Take aday off now and we may not be here tomorrow."

Zach sghed and pulled down the covers. "All right,” he said. "Never let it be said that when duty cdled,
Zachary P. Yamoto faled to answer."

"That'sgood," said Sean. "Because you've got five minutes before | take down the tent.”

"Y our generosity overwhemsme," said Zach. But there was no one to hear him. Sean had aready |eft
thetent.

Zach grabbed a short-deeved boorman, one of severa itemsthat had been loaned to him by the kidson
the bus that had escaped the gorge.

"I've got to speak to Sean about that," he muttered, as he dipped into the one-piece ouitfit. "Next time
he's going to play hero, he ought to remember to rescue our clothes, too.”

Fastening the boorman, he stepped through the front of the tent, let out ahowl, and dove back in.
It was cold out there!
Three minutes later he tried again. Thistime he was wearing along-deeved, dark brown boorman.

Sean was standing at the corner of the tent, holding a metal instrument about the size of baby's forearm.
"Yourejugtintime!" he said with awicked grin. "l was about to start rolling up the tent.”

"Werenot," said Zach. ™Y our pack's il insgde.”

Sean laughed. "Very good! | figured it would be two or three hours before you were awake

enough to figure that out. Y ou impressme.”

"Notak," sad Zach, running his hand through hishair. "Boy hungry. Feed boy. Boy eet. Then boy talk.”
Cleasmiled. "Come here, boy," she cdled. "Food."

Zach wandered over to watch her open packages. "This not food," he grumbled. "No chocolate.”

"Shut up and eat,” said Clea.

He didn't have to betold twice.

It was mid-morning when they hiked up the road to the observatory. They were greeted by two
scientisss—Dr. Cardell, adender, gray-haired man, and Dr. Stemple, atall, bearded man who reminded
Sean of theking in apicture book he had loved when he waslittle. The two men wasted very littletimein
gathering everyonetogether in front of the smdl building.

"The replacement supplies arrived about an hour ago,” said Dr. StempJe. "1 would like for usto be on the
road within the next hour."

Sean tried to concentrate on what Dr. Stemple was saying, but he was distracted by the winged creature



perched on the scientist's shoulder. 1t was not a bird, for it had no feathers; other than blinking and
yawning, it didn't seemtomoveat al.

Dr. Cardell stepped forward, holding a Fault Finder in each hand. ™Y ou'll be using laser drillsto plant
these," he said. "Not for the sake of

ease—they're alittle too dangerous to use just to save you some hard work—but for precision. In order
for usto get the greatest anti-seismic effect, we have to make sure each Fault Finder is planted at a
precise depth and angle in relation to the Lowentrout Fault. Marc, would you give ademonstration
please?’

Sean watched carefully as Mr. Oblitt explained how to cdlibrate the laser drills. The procedure wasfairly
complex, requiring the operator to lock in severa different measurements. Thedrill itsalf conssted of a
triangular base from which threelong armsled up to the smaler platform where the laser was centered.

When he wasfinished, Mr. Oblitt stepped away from the drill. Making sure no one else was nearby, he
tapped a code into the remote-control device, A bolt of amplified light extended from the top of the
tripod to the soil. Suddenly the air wasfilled with an intense burning smell.

"The Fault Finders are meant to function asanetwork," said Dr. Carddl. "Individudly, they will not have
that much impact. We need the entire network to ease the pressure causing the quakes and tremors. So
it'simportant that we get al of them in place as soon as possible. Katya, will you cover positioning?”

Dr. Kovitch stepped forward. She held a sheaf of papersin her hand. "Each team will receive a packet
of maps and photographs,” she said. "Using high-resolution lenses—and, in some cases, X-ray
technology—our satdllite system has

provided clear images of each place where a Fault Finder isto be planted. Here are some samples.”

She handed around some dectronic imaging sheets. Sean wasimpressed. The picture he received
showed a close-up view of apatch of ground that couldn't have been more than two meters square. The
detailswere so clear he could count the leaves on the plants. A red circle marked the precise spot where
the Fault Finder was to be planted. On the back of the sheet was alisting of the coordinates, including
depth and angle.

"Weve made triple sets of theseinformation packets," said Dr. Kovitch. "Make sure that you split them
up among you. That way if something should happen to one or even two sets, you'll still have a backup.”

She hesitated. "We're dso going to be passing out trank guns. Let me remind you that because we still
don't know the biology of Gauguin that well, thereis a possibility the tranquilizer might have atoxic effect
on someanimals. Y ou know the legd repercussons of killing andtivelifeform aswell as| do; evenif it's
accidental, the resulting paper work can keep you busy for years. And the stigma can last even longer.
So usethese only in case of extreme emergency. They should be safe. But thereé's no guarantee.”

"WEell provide three trank guns per team. Well have four teamswith ten members each. I'll
head one team. Marc Oblitt, Dr. Stemple and Dr. Cardell will lead the others.”

Cleahdd her breath while Dr. Kovitch caled out the teams. She hoped she would end up in agroup
with some of her friends—or at least someone she knew.

By the time they were halfway through the names, she had decided she wanted to be part of Dr.
Kovitch'steam. For one thing, she had a good fedling about the dender, dark-haired woman with the big
nose. For another, the team had two of her favorite people: Sean and Zach.



In fact, she decided, the only red toroid in the group was that skinny Will Mornette. He had made the
harness, and he might be perfectly decent, but he was so weak and uncoordinated that out here he was
dmod alidbility.

Dr. Kovitch continued to call off names. Clea began to get nervous. When dl but six people had been
caled she began to wonder if it was possible they had somehow forgotten her altogether. Was she so
new on Gauguin that her name had been |eft off the ligts?

Sheblinked. Dr. Kovitch was calling her name! She had been so busy daydreaming she had nearly
missed it.

At least she was on the team she wanted. Blushing furioudy, Clea hurried across the clearing to stand
next to aquiet, intense-looking boy named Elken. Trying not to be too obvious, shelooked around her.
In addition to Sean, Zach, and Will she had met three of the others. Yadira,

Arkady, and Philippa. The remaining two kids—agirl named Cyhill and a handsome, dender boy named
Peter—were strangersto her.

This could be interesting, thought Zach, as he watched Sean and Arkady position themselves on either
gdeof Philippa. | wonder if anyone isinterested in taking bets on how it will all work out.

With Dr. Kovitch in the lead, the group had just set out on an eastward path from the observatory.
Arkady was carrying most of the Fault Finders. He had hoisted the bundle over his shoulder aseasily as
if they were made of the light, hollow branches of anockwood tree.

Zach decided to drop back and walk beside Clea. She smiled at him when he fell into step beside her.
They waked inslencefor awhile. "1 liked singing with you last night,” he said at ladt.
"It wasfun," sheagreed. "Y ou haveanicevoice."

Hewastrying to think of what to say next when apair of theskies poked their headsin between them.
"Gack!" sad the larger of thetwo, nudging Zach with its head." Gack!"

He laughed and scratched it under the chin. "1 think these are the ones who were hanging around inside
the camp last night,” he said, pushing the creature's snout away.

"How can you tell them apart?' asked Clea.
"Look here" said Zach. "Seethevariationsin

the bars across the back of their necks? Now ook at their eyes. Also, once you get used to them you'll
begin to hear adifferencein their voices.

"Oy!" said the smaller theskie.

Cleastroked its neck, enjoying the smooth.soft fed of its scales. Something fluttered overhead. Looking
up, she spotted asmall, speckled creature, about the size of atheskie'sfoot, flying from branch to branch
inanearby tree.

"What'sthat?" she asked.

Zach shrugged. "The bio team may have catalogued it by now, but | haven't begun to learn the names of
al the crittersyou can find in this corner of Gauguin. The theskies and the quufers are so common in town
it sometimes seemslikethat'sal the wildlife thereis. But there's thousands of different species crawling



around out here.

The ideamade Cleanervous. She stared at the foliage beside her asif she were wondering what kind of
awful thingsmight be lurking there.

Zach laughed. "Do you have aquufer yet?' he asked.
She shook her head. "Should 17

"Wl it's not amatter of should. It'sjust that most people do sooner or later. According to Sean, the
things are so cute and friendly that the minute the bio team gave the okay, people Sarted adopting them
indroves. I'velogt track of how many we have in our house. It helps make up for the petswe had to
leave behind.”

Cleanodded. "I never thought it made senseto

say it was okay for human beingsto cometo a planet, but that we couldn't bring along our pets!
Biologicd invasonishiologicd invason.”

"Every additiona organism carries at least ahundred complicationsfor the ecosystem,” said Zach,
quoting the biologigts favorite warning. "Even so, | missmy cat.”

"Comeon, you two," cdled Dr. Kovitch. "Weve got work to do!"

"Uh-oh," said Zach. "Y ou'd better watch it. Spend too much time talking to me and people will sart to
think you're a skate, too."

"You're no skate," said Clea

"Shhhh!™ hissed Zach, rolling hiseyes comicdly. "What do you want to do? Ruin my reputation?’

CHAPTER TEN:

When the Rocks Roll

Philippahad wondered why the scientists set them up in teams of ten. By the time they finished drilling
their first hole, she had her answer: getting al the measurements and angles correct was an incredibly
complicated process.

Firg they had to find the general area, then the exact spot—a process which involved staring at the maps
and dectronic imaging sheetsfor savera minutes, then trying to match the images with the physical
location they thought wasright. This seemed to call for everyone running around and trying to find
specific rocks and plants, counting leaves, and arguing about what might have happened in the two or
three days since the images had been made.

"Surethisplant isaleaf short," she heard Zach say severa times. "Things do get easten, you know."

When everybody finally agreed that they had exactly the right location—and Dr. Kovitcfy inssted thet
everyone agree—they would set up for the actua drilling. Tempers sometimes grew short asthey
discovered that what had |ooked merdly difficult when Doctors Carddll and Stemple were explaining it
was nearly impossibleinred life.



Things were complicated by the fact that since Gauguin had aweak magnetic fied, they had to base their
measurements on the gravitationa field. Theinsruments were sendtive—"cranky" wasthe way Zach put
it—and more than once they had atriangulation al set up when suddenly someone would cdl, "Whoops,
that's not it. Better Sart again.”

I'mglad Dr. Kovitch is a patient woman, thought Philippa. Thisis not a job for people with short
fuses.

Theworst situation camein aspot that had been badly affected by the previous day's quake. After an
hour of trying to figure out what went where, Dr. Kovitch threw up her hands and cried, "This onewe do
by guesswork!"

When they were done drilling the hole and planting the Fault Finder, Philippadipped on her backpack
and looked around for someone to walk to the next location with—ypreferably Arkady or Sean,

The nearest person was Clea.
Philippa hesitated. It would be nice to make friends with one of the other girls. But that had

never worked for her before. Besides, she was pretty sure Cleawas interested in Sean. She was il
trying to decide whether or not she wanted him hersdlf, and she wasn't about to pass him on to the next in
line until she made up her mind. Arkady solved the problem by appearing quietly beside her.

Clea paused and wiped her brow. It was | ate afternoon, and they had planted al but three of their Fault
Finders. She didn't want to think about how far they had walked, though Dr. Kovitch said they were
getting close to the place where the Catal ans met the Cynthians. The terrain was far more rugged than
when they had started out that morning, and many of the peaks here soared past the timberline.

"Ackle!" said the theskie walking beside her.

"Oh, shut up!" replied Clea. Shewastired and in no mood for commentary from atheskie. She scurried
to catch up with Zach, who was walking near the front of the group.

"Greetings, fair Gaahadian,” he said. Then he began telling along, complicated story about something
that had happened to hisfamily back on Earth.

Sean, Arkady, and Philippawere walking just ahead of Zach and Cleawhen they entered a narrow pass
that led between two steep cliffs. When Cleathought abouit it later, the only onein the group who didn't
fit was Will Mornette. She couldn't figure out how, or why, he happened to

be walking so closeto the rest of them— especialy since he had been having such ahard time keeping
up for most of the day.

"So anyway," continued Zach, "Mom grabbed Lilith under one arm, Tristram under the other, and went
running out the door yelling 'Y ou bring that dog back right thisingtant!™

Cleawas doubling over with laughter when the tremor hit. It wasn't actudly that severe; they had dready
experienced far more powerful quakes. But they were definitely in the wrong spot for this one.

"Look out!" yelled Zach, wrapping an arm around Cleas waist and running forward with her. She saw
Will Mornette close behind. His eyes were bulging with terror, and the way hisarms and legs were
pumping made him look like some strange, rickety puppet.

A crevice was splitting the ground behind Will. It cut straight across the narrow pass, dicing achasm



between the six leaders and the rest of the group.
Huge boul ders began bouncing down the cliffs.
"Kegp going!" yelled Sean.

They ran, quiteliteraly, for their lives. Surviva was as much amatter of not running into anything asit
was getting out of the way of things. For Cleathe most terrifying moment came when she spotted afdling
boulder from the corner of her eye. Without thinking, she pushed Zach to the ground and dropped down
besde him.

The boulder sailed over their heads with inchesto spare.

Sean held his bresth and waited. The problem now was not the quake, but the possibility that some big
rock shaken loose by the tremorswas il waiting to fall. In their present location even aminor
aftershock could be very dangerous.

"Yo!" he called, after amoment. "Everyone okay?"

"Cleaand | are dive and bresthing over here," yelled Zach.

"I think I'm okay," said Philippa. "It'shard to tell. I'm still shaking.”

"l anfing" sad Arkady, standing up and brushing himsdlf off.

Sean waited. "Will?' he caled.

No answer.

"Has anyone seen Will?'

"Hewas behind us," said Zach, helping Cleato her feet. He sounded worried.
"I'vefound him," shouted Arkady. " Someone come—I'll need some help.”

All of them came asfast asthey could.

To Sean'sreief, Will had smply collgpsed from exhaustion; the adrenaline-fueled burst of energy that
had enabled him to escape from the edge of the fissure had been too much for abody accustomed to
Acedium'slower gravity.

Will blinked. He seemed intensely embarrassed when he opened his eyes and saw five concerned faces
garing down at him. When he redized Arkady was supporting him with anarm

under his shoulders hetried to get up, only to find that he was weaker than he had expected. "I'll be
okay," he whispered. "Just need a minute to recover."

"Takeyour time," said Sean. "Y ou can rest while | go back and see what's happened to the others.
Zach—you want to come with me?"

Zach nodded and followed Sean back down the v ley.

Will collapsed back in Arkady's arms. He closed his eyes, wishing that he could be like Sean. It was
remarkable the way he could take charge of asituation. How good it must fedl to have otherslook up to
you, to be so sure of yoursdlf. He drifted back into unconsciousness, cursing his feeble body, his parents,



and gravity.

A few meters away Zach was picking a path over and around the fallen rocks and wondering how he

had ended up in the role of the hero's sidekick when he had spent so many daydreams acting the part of
the hero. It seemed like whenever something went wrong, Sean just stepped in and handled things. It was
great; someone had to doit, and he did it very well. Only it was something Zach wanted to do himsdlf.

Hewondered if Sean figured that since his father was governor he should be aleader, too. Or was it
heredity—natural-born leader and al that stuff?

He shook hishead inirritation. His earswere ringing. He figured it must be an aftereffect from the roar of
the quake. He wished it would stop. It

was annoying—Iike an insect you couldn't shoo away.
"Ackle, ackle!"

Zach laughed asthe two theskies that had been hanging around al day came bouncing out from behind a
pile of rocks. "Glad you guys survived the big shake-up,” he said.

"Ackle" replied the larger theskie, faling into step beside him.
"Whoa" said Zach, when they reached the fissure that now divided the vadley. "That's one nasty hole!"

The crevice was severa meters wide and so deep that he could not see the bottom. Clearly, crossing it
was going to be amajor problem. But then, they had aready faced tougher problems than that and
survived!

Totherdief of both boys Dr. Kovitch was standing on the other side of the crevice. Y adira, Peter, and
Elken stood beside her.

"Where's Cyhill?' called Sean. "Isshedl right?"

Dr. Kovitch shook her head. " She twisted her ankle pretty serioudy. She'sin no condition to walk. I've
caled for aveetol to come get her."

Sean nodded. A vertical-take-off-and-landing plane was the only kind of aircraft that would be of any
use here.

"Unfortunatdy," continued Dr. Kovitch, "it won't be arriving for another three or four hours.”
"Why so long?" asked Zach.

"The colony only has ahandful, and they're dl busy airlifting Fault Finder teamsinto rougher terrain.” She
laughed. "Y ou know—the placesthat aren't as easy to get to as where we are. How's everyone there?"

"l think werreal okay," said Sean. "Will collapsed after everything was al over, but it lookslikeit was
just acombination of nerves and over-exertion.”

"Shall | havethe bird pick him up?" asked Dr. Kovitch.
"Might beagood idea."

"I don't think s0," said Zach. He spoke softly, so that only Sean would hear him. "Will'sapainin the ass
to have dong. But we're dmost done. If you send him back now—well, it just wouldn't be good for him."



Sean hesitated.

"Also, he'sthe best grav-meter operator in the bunch. Cleds pretty good at it, but without Will, some of
the plantings we did today would have taken twice aslong."

Sean nodded. "Hold off on that bird for Will," he called across the fissure. "'If we're going” to continue the
mission, it makes more sense for him to stay with us.”

"Who saysyou're going to continue the misson?' asked Dr. Kovitch sharply.™

"Takeit easy, hero,” whispered Zach. "Werewaking athin line."

Sean hesitated. "1 didn't figure we had any

choice" hesad a last. "The geo teams want this al done pronto.”

"They dso want it doneright!" said Dr. Kovitch. "Y ou don't have al thetools, do you?"

"| think we've got everything we need,” said Sean.” Arkady was carrying the Fault Finders. Cleahasa set
of the maps and photos. And Zach and | have the drill. We're missing some measurement equipment, but
if we make some of the gravmeters do double duty, we can get along.”

Dr. Kovitch heditated. " Are you sure about Will?*
Sean glanced at Zach. ™Y ou better know what you're doing, buddy,”" he muttered.

"Sean, | said areyou sure?’ Dr. Kovitch looked worried. "I'm till in charge of thiscrew. If one of you
gets mangled, it'll be my head that lands on the chopping block."

Sean kept his doubts on his side of thefissure. "Hell befinel" he called. "Hejust needed alittletimeto
recover from that last shake-up.”

"All right," she sad, "then ligten, and listen good...”
"Nicework," said Zach out of the corner of his mouth. "She'sgonnalet usdoit!”
Then, for amoment, he wondered why he had urged Sean to talk Dr. Kovitch into letting them go on.

Actudly, the answer was easy—it was an adventure!

CHAPTER ELEVEN:

Spike and Matilda

"Maybe thiswasn't such agood ideaafter dl," said Zach, staring at the map in despair. "1 am totaly lost.”
He shook hishead. If the ringing in his ears would go away, maybe he could concentrate better.

"You'relost because we took awrong turn about three hundred meters back that way," said Will.

Sean looked at him sharply. "Areyou sure?’ "Here, let me show you." Will took the map from Zach and
spread it on the ground so that everyone could see. "Here's where we were walking when the last quake
hit," he said, pointing to aspot on the left of the map. "And here's the path we followed up the side of the
valey." Ashe spoke he traced aline across the map with one of his extraordinarily long fingers. "And



then, when we got here, instead of going thisway, we went thisway."
"If we cut across here, will it take us where we want to go?" asked Sean, pointing to a possible shortcui.

"I wouldn't chanceit,” said Will. "It looks like there's a deep ravine about here. | think it would be safer
to backtrack."

"l agreewith Will," said Clea. "It's not that far back to where we made the wrong turn. Why take any
more chances?'

"I'm not arguing,” said Sean. "l just asked a question. WEell go back that way."

With a collective sigh, the six weary teenagers shouldered their packs and headed down the way they
had come, accompanied by the pair of theskies that had joined them earlier in the day. Philippa noticed
that the animal's seemed to be sticking with them more closely than ever since the quake.

Arkady choseto wak beside Will. Y ou have someinteresting skills," he said casudly. "Knots,
map-reading. They don't seem like the kind of thing that would be taught in adome world like Acedium.”

Will smiled. "They aren't. My father made me learn them. It'safamily tradition.”
Arkady lifted an eyebrow, inviting Will to explain why afamily would have those kinds of traditions.
Will accepted. "My father'slinewas mostly Amerindian,” he said. "They clung to the old

ways of the twenty-third century long after most of the world had moved on. Infact, Dad can trace his
lineage dll the way back to the early years of ' the twenty-second century, when they gave the tribes what
was|eft of Cdifornia Unitil afew generations ago, the Whitehorse family stayed pretty much linked into
al that.”

"| thought your name was Mornette.”

Will amiled. "It is. William Whitehor se Mornette. No one was very amused when my father's
grandmother married out of thelines”

Arkady nodded. Thefact that until recently Will'sfamily had held itsdlf doof from the great mingling of
the races that had occurred over the last five centuries helped explain the unusual reddish cast of thetall
boy's skin.

"They were even less amused when my father chose to leave Earth and live on the Alpha Centauri Moon
Base. Asfar asthey were concerned, people who lived in domes were forsaking their heritage. | think
my father taught me outdoor skills so he wouldn't fedl so guilty about the whole thing.” Will sghed. "
didn't mind learning them; it was kind of fun. But | never thought | would have to use them.”

Helooked up and shuddered. "This al seems so—unprotected,” he said, gesturing around them with a
sweep of hislong, dender am. "l find it terrifying."

The movement startled acloud of largeinsectsinto the air. Will shuddered again. He was glad he had
remembered to swallow hismorning dose of

the repellent that helped keep them off his skin. It seemed strange—even dangerous—to have thingslike
that flying around loose!

"Why did your family move here?" asked Arkady.



Will frowned. "Romance," hesaid grimly. "I don't want to talk about it."
Arkady nodded. Sometimes he didn't like to talk about the things that were bothering him, ether.

Sean fell into step beside Philippa Thiswasthe first chance he had found to speak to her without anyone
else around since their fight two nights ago. "Still mad at me?" he asked, trying to sound casud.

Philippa shrugged, causing her silky white hair to ripple over her shoulders. "Not mad,” she said. "Just
confused. | don't understand you."

Sean smiled. "Maybe you're not supposed to,” he said.

Philippa scowled. "Don't be so smug. Listen-about that speech. | waswrong to push you so hard. |
suppose | didn't makethings any easier for you. But | sill don't see why it bothered you so much. You're
anatural leader. Y ou take charge and people follow."

"Ohredly?' said Sean. "It didn't seem like you thought that way a hdf an hour ago.”

Philippa had been the only one to object when Sean had announced that the group was going to plant the
remaining Fault Finders. They hadn't

redly had an argument; she was clearly outvoted. But the disagreement had made everyone
uncomfortable.

Sheflipped her hair over one shoulder, dismissing the incident. " Someone has to keep you humble," she
sad playfully.

Sean fdt his cheeks grow warm. "Ligten, thistaking-charge thing isn't something 1 mean to do. It just sort
of happens. After | get something started, | keep expecting someone to say "Who the hell do you think
you are? Sit down and shut up!” Like you did back there. Except usualy no one does. Sometimes | redlly
wish they would. | didn't know what | was doing on that bus yesterday. | wasterrified.”

"Y eah, but you were wonderful," said Philippa.

Helooked at her. Thetonein her voice, thelook in her eyes, convinced him she meant exactly what she
was saying.

He glanced back at thetrail. He felt the same confusion he had experienced when they argued about the
speech. He could never figure out if what Philippaliked was Sean Matthews—or what everyone else
thought of Sean Matthews.

"I wonder if those two think we can protect them," said Zach. He nodded toward the pair of theskies as
he lifted abranch out of Clealsway.

"Protect them from what?' she asked. "They'redmost ashig aswe are.”

"I don't know. From earthquakes. I'm just surprised they've hung around so long. They're get-
ting to belikefamily. | think we ought to name them."

"Wdl, what arethey? Boys, girls, or one of each?"

Zach shrugged."Hard to say. Theskiestend to keep their gender asecret. | vote we name the big one
Soike”



Clealaughed. "Ian't that an awfully masculine name for an animd of uncertain gender?'

"Not redlly. | used to have acat by that name. He wasn't al that masculine after his operation. | had to
give Spiketo one of my cousnswhen weleft Earth. Thisisin his—its—honor."

"Okay, then | want to namethe smaller one Matilda."

"Matilda?' exclamed Zach, wrinkling hisnose.

"Y es—Mdtilda. That wasthe name of my pet sandpig back on Gaahad. 1 miss her.”
""What's asandpig?’

Cleagot so wrapped up in her description of the native biology of Galahad that she and Zach amost
missed aturn everyone else had taken, and only got on track again because Sean called to them when he
noticed they were Straying.

To Zach's surprise, the theskies protested when he and Clea turned away from the path they had been
following.

"What's bothering them?" he asked, nodding at the agitated creatures.
"l don't have the dightest idea," said Clea. "I wouldn't know how to annoy atheskieif | tried.”
"Spike! Matildal Andpig!" cried the larger of the theskies.

Cleatook Zach'sarm. "That'sweird,” she said. "Are you sure they're not a sentient species?’ Theidea
wasthrilling and alittle horrifying.

"The psychologists have tested these things Six ways from Sirius,” said Zach. "All they do isimitate
sounds. It'sempty noise. They have an amazing talent for it—some of them can pick up whole phrases
with no trouble—but they have no ideawhat the sounds mean. They're like walking recording devices,
and not a bit brighter. Just becauise you can press a button on a machine, and it repeats what you've said,
you dont think it'sintelligent, do you?'

Clealooked at him dubioudy.
"Well, do you?' he asked.
"No, but—oh, | don't know."

"Wl look, it doesn't make that much difference anyway, doesit? | mean, they're protected, like al
native species of every colonized planet. So it's not like we're going to start wiping them out and then
discover that they redlly areintelligent after it'stoo late to save the species. It won't be like what
happened with thewhdes."

He closad his eyes and shook his head. "Damn,” he said. "l wish thisringing in my earswould go away."
"You haveit, too?"' asked Clea

"It comes and goes,” he said, whacking his hand againgt the side of hishead. "'l wish it would just go."
"Me, t00," she sad. "It's been driving me crazy ever sncelast night.”

Zach looked a her in surprise. Y ou know, | guessit did sart last night,” he said. "1'd been thinking it



began after that last quake. | was afraid the noise had damaged my eardrums or something. But | think it
did gart last night, after—after we went to bed,” he finished lamely.

Clealooked a him sharply. But before she could question him they wereinterrupted by the arriva of a
very agitated Sean Matthews. "What's wrong with you two?" he snapped. "Areyou lost in the Toroid
Zone?'

"What do you mean?" asked Zach, his voice sharper than Clea had ever heard it. Then he looked
around.

"Oh," he said sheepishly.

They had gotten so involved in their conversation they had continued walking even after Sean had
warned them that they were going off in the wrong direction. Now the rest of the group was standing
about ten meters away, looking at them like they were totd idiots.

"Ackle, ackle!" said the theskies.

Zach hesitated. "Look," he said. "I know this sounds weird, but | think those theskies want to show us
something. They've been acting redly funny.”

"Funny!" said Spike.

"Funny, funny!" said Matilda

"We don't havetimefor theskie games" said

Sean. "We haveto get these Fault Finders planted.”

"Theskied" said Spike, bobbing its head up and down.

"Comeon," said Sean, "let'smove.”

Zach looked back at the theskies.

"Seanisright," said Clea, touching Zach on the shoulder. "Weredly haveto get thisdone.”

They followed Sean back to the main trail. The theskies came trotting aong behind, clucking and
muttering to themselves. Despite what he had said to Cleaearlier, Zach couldn't help but think that they
sounded very unhappy.

When the group findly reached the place where they wereto plant thefirst of the three remaining Fault
Finders, they discovered that doing the job with six people and a reduced equipment supply was an
exercisein patience that would have riled the temper of aVespen mudcow, a creature widely recognized
asthe most notorioudy placid anima on the 115 settled planets. Biologists were il trying to discover
how the species stayed dive, since mudcows had been known to starve to desth rather than take the
trouble to get up and go look for food.

By thetimethey actualy drilled the hole, everyone wasin such ahurry that Zach burned his hand by not
waiting for the rim around the opening to cool before trying to lower the Fault Finder into position.

"Ow, ow, ow!" cried the theskies, imitating

him as he jumped around, blowing on hisblistered palm.



"Only two moreto go," said Sean grimly. Hetried to radio a message back to the observatory, but the
small set he had strapped to hiswrist, meant only for intragroup communication, didn't have the power to
punch back through the hills to the main receiver. He would have to find someplace higher to make the
cal. Hewished he had asked Dr. Kovitch to toss her radio across the crevice, but redlized that was silly.
She would have needed it to give directions when the Veetol cameto pick up the injured student.

Will groaned and dragged himself to hisfeet. He grunted as he picked up his pack.

Arkady consdered offering to take some of the burden, but realized it would be hard for Will to accept
infront of the others. He decided to wait until they were on thetrail. He might have achanceto talk to
Will aone, when shifting some of theload would be less embarrassing.

"Where did these paths come from, anyway?' Philippa asked asthey set out again. "We certainly haven't
been out here making them.”

"| think they're theskietrails," Arkady answered. "They usudly travel in packs, so it makes sensethat
they would wear down atrail, especidly if they follow aregular route. That's probably why those
theskies of Zach's—what does he call them?>—"

"Spikeand Matilda," said Philippa.
"Right. That's probably why Spike and Matilda

were upset back there. I'm guessing they were torn between sticking with us and following their regular
path. Or maybe we were taking atrail that belonged to ariva band of theskies. Who knows? We don't
know that much about the creatures yet."

"A riva band?' asked Philippanervoudy. "Arethey territoria ? 1 don't want to get caught between two
bands of angry theskies, even if they arefriendly to humans.

She shivered at theidea Theskieswere so friendly it was easy to lose sight of the fact that they were
essentiadly two meters of bone, muscle, and sinew equipped with very sharp claws and teeth.

"Arethere other animas out here?' she asked nervoudly.

Sean shrugged. "Nothing that seems dangerous to humans. At least,” he added cheerfully, "not that we
know of."

"Oh, boogie-boogie-boogie," said Philippa, trying to laugh off his attempt to frighten her.

But she found hersdlf looking into the undergrowth with increased nervousness as they continued along
the path.

CHAPTER TWELVE;

The Patch of Green

The theskies behaved rather placidly for the rest of the afternoon. Cleawondered if it was because they
had forgotten what was bothering them, or becauise they had just given up on distracting the group from
their work.

It was|ate afternoon by the time they reached the location designated on the maps for the third Fault



Finder. They weretraveling through arelatively open section of forest, quite different from some of the
thick underbrush through which they had passed earlier in the day.

"Where do quuferslive?' asked Cleawhen they stopped to let Will rest. "They're dl over the city, but |
haven't seen any sncewe | eft.”

"Nooneissaure, redly,” said Sean. "They seem to prefer sunshine—the most likely placeto find themis
somewhere warm, soaking up rays. So | guess you wouldn't expect to find them in the woods. Too

"1'd like to be somewhere warm, soaking up rays," said Zach. "I'm best." He looked at Will. "How are
you doing?"

Will sighed. "As soon aswe get home, | plan to get in ahot bath for about eighteen months. I'm lamein
places| didn't even know | had." Then he turned the focus of the group away from himsalf by pointing to
the map. "1 think we have to go thisway next. It'snot very far.”

Sean glanced at some of the photos that went with the map. "It looks like there's a big plateau about two
kilometers past the find location," he said. "It'shard to tell how highitis, but if we can climb it, it might
make agood spot for usto spend the night. If it's high enough, maybe we can radio the observatory.”

Cleablinked. Although it made sense, she hadn't redlized they would be spending the night in the
wilderness. " Shouldn't we go back to where we separated from Dr. Kovitch?' she asked.

"Maybe tomorrow," said Sean."But we'd never make it back there before dark tonight. Anyway, I'm
hoping that if the emergency work is done by tomorrow they might send a veetol out to pick usup.”

"That would be heavenly,” said Will.

Two hours later they were preparing to drill the last hole when atremor knocked them al to the ground.
"Y ou know you're getting blase when you start shrugging off earthquakes,” said Philippa, climb-

ing to her feet and dusting off the back of her boorman.

"Blah, blah, blah," said Spike, who had run off squawking when the tremor hit.

"Y ou know, I'm not sure| likethose things" said Philippa. "They may not know what they're saying. But
they definitely have a preference for rude noises.”

"Gack!" said Matilda, nodding and blinking.

"My sentiments exactly," said Will. He picked up the gravmeter and continued his effortsto get a steady
reading.

After the teenagers planted the last Fault Finder and began heading for the plateau, Spike and Matilda
gtarted to act up again. Thistime even Sean was willing to admit that they seemed to want something.

"l guesswe might aswell go see what has them so wound up,” he said as he watched them run frantically
back and forth from the group of exhausted hikersto afaint trail that angled off through the foliage.

Will sghed heavily, but didn't say anything. They began to follow the theskies down thetrail.

"l don't get it," said Zach, when they came to an areawhere the foliage had been trampled down.
"What's bothering them?'



Thetheskieswere running around in circles, gabbling unhappily. Spike kept nudging Zach with his heed,
but he couldn't figure out where the anima wanted him to go.

"I think | know," said Clea. She was standing at

the edge of the clearing, looking down at atrampled plant. She sounded nervous.
"What isit?" asked Sean.

" Someone's been here before us," she said.

"That doesn't make any sense. The central computer banks have arecord of every inch of Gauguin that's
actually been explored. These photos and maps are dl marked asvirgin territory.” Sean paused. It hit him
for thefirst timethat they were seeing territory that had never before been viewed by human eyes.

"Wl unless theskies have started using boots, someone el se has been tromping around here,” said Clea.

"Yeah, and | think it may be kind of adangerous someone,” said Zach, pointing to the ground at the left
of the areathat had been trampled down. When the others crossed to join him they saw adark green
patch of something dry and flaking. Matilda and Spike started to shriek.

"What isit?" asked Philippa, stepping closer to Sean.

"Body fluid," said Zach, "something like blood."

"Green?" asked Will.

Zach nodded at the theskies. They were shrieking and clawing the ground.

"Let'sget out of here," said Clea. She started to shiver, despite the fact that the late-afternoon air was
very hot.

Cleahad spent most of the day trying to ignore

what had happened just before she went to deep the previous night. She preferred to believeit had been
adream, even ahdlucination, than to think that someone—something—had really tried to contact her.

Someone must hear witness, the message had said.

Could it have come from the theskies? Was this what they were supposed to witness, that someone had
been hunting them?

The ideawas gppalling, of course. Clea had been too deeply conditioned by the Planetary League's
injunctions protecting al native life-forms not to respond with horror to the idea of someone actuadly
hunting the creatures, as Will claimed must be happening.

Y et somehow she couldn't believe that the message had come from the theskies. Zach wasright. They
were just another kind of parrot-funny to listen to, but not realy intelligent. But then where had the
message come from? Was someone e se on Gauguin trying to contact them?

Or was shesmply losing her mind?
"Y ou're an empath, aren't you?"

The unexpected sound of Zach's voice made her jump.



"Sorry," hesaid. "l didn't mean to scare you."

"I'm just alittle jumpy after what we found back there,” she said. She took a deep breath and tried to
cam hersdf.

"I know. Me, too." Helooked her in the eye
and asked the question again. "Are you an empath?'

Cleahegtated. "I'm not sure," she said. "1 seem to have some ability in that direction. My mother claims
I've dways known what people were feding without being told. Why?"

"Arkady told me that you knew Sean and | were having trouble with Mr. Oblitt on the bridge yesterday
before anyone could redly seeit. He said you nearly gave poor Dr. Kovitch a heart attack by announcing
it when her back was turned.”

"Someday I'll learn to keep my mouth shut,” said Clea.

"Cant hide that kind of thing forever," said Zach. "My mother's an empath—one of the best hedlers
around, though that's not saying much, considering the planet has atota population of seven thousand
two hundred and three. And that's assuming no one's been swalowed by an earthquake since yesterday.”

"What are you getting at?" asked Clea.
Zach hesitated. "Did anything weird happen to you last night?”

He saw the answer in her eyes before she nodded her head. The motion was dow, dmost reluctant. He
understood; he didn't want anyoneto think he was crazy, ether.

"Do you know what it was?' she asked.

He shook his head. "Haven't thefoggiest idea," he said. "But | got sick of holding onto it by
myself. Do you think we ought to say anything to the others?"

"I don't know. Do you think any of them might have experienced it, too?"

Zach shrugged. "I've been watching them all day. But when | tried dangling afew hints, you were the only
onewho rose to the bait. No one €lse even gave me anibble. So I'm guessing it was just the two of us.”

"So what do we do?’

"Wait. Keep our mouths shut and see what happens. | don't know about you, but I'm scared.”
"Don't say that!" she said. "Pretend you're not. Then | won't be so scared.”

"Anything you want," said Zach.

"Areyou convinced it was hunters?' Sean said, looking up into Will Mornette's troubled face.

"How certain can | be?' said Will with ashrug. "It'slike the maps, the knots; I'm using thingsmy | father
taught me. I've never actualy seen the results of ahunt. It could just be some native predator. But that
cearing wasfilled with signs| was taught to look for."

"What kind of 9gns?' asked Arkadly.



Will shrugged, looking embarrassed. "The way the plants were bent. A place where the leaves|ooked as
if something heavy had falen on them. A line where some broken semsindicated something might have
been dragged across them. A handful of scaes. It'sall interpretation. Y ou don't know for sure. But it's

posshle”

"But hunters?* asked Philippa. *No one would be hunting on Gauguin. People just don't do that kind of
thing."

Sean laughed, but the sound was bitter and harsh. ™Y ou'd be amazed at the things 'people don't do' that
get done," he said. "My father has talked about afew of them. Usualy he doesn't say much because it
upsets my mother. But therésamarket in that kind of stuff. People, rich people, who collect—things."

"Stop," said Philippa. "'l don't want to hear about it."
"So what do we do now?" asked Arkadly.

"Find aplace to make camp for the night,” said Sean. "Hope we don't have any more earthquakes before
they get usout of here. Try to do something about this when we get back to town."

"Can wedo anything?' asked Will.

Sean looked grim. "Probably not. The officid attitudeis pretty much what Philippa said aminute ago:
peoplejust don't do that kind of thing. The unofficia attitudeis peoplejust don't want to know."

The base of the plateau was farther than Sean had anticipated.

"l can't,” said Will with a groan when they emerged from the trees, and he saw the steep rise of rock
ahead of them. "'l redlly don't think | can doiit.”

"Then well wait till morning,” said Sean. "We can radio in then. We're probably as safe down

here aswe would be up there, anyway. Well just make sure we make camp far enough from the cliffs
that if thereisaquake, wewon't bein linefor any faling rocks.”

"Soundsfineto me" said Arkady.

Sean wasn't surprised. He had aready noticed that the sturdy Thetan was making a point of watching out
for Will.

They pitched their tents and prepared supper in relative silence. But asthey began to eat, Will let out a
noise that was halfway between amoan and asigh. 'l can't believeit'sover,” he said in astonishment. *'|
redly can't believe| don't have to walk anymore today!"

Justine came floating over the horizon. The sky began to fill with stars. Namel ess creatures shrieked and
growled and uttered other less distinct noises beyond the eectronic barrier. Wings fluttered overhead.

Spike had hislong neck stretched over Matilda's back. Suddenly his eyes popped open, and he lifted his
head and cried, "I'm arover, rover, rover, and | sail from star to star.”

"Ackle" replied Matildaplacidly.
"That'snot just mimicking!" said Clea

Sean shook hishead. "Of courseitis," he said softly. ™Y ou and Zach were singing those very words last
night.”"



"Well that'salot of syllablesfor adumb anima to repest after only hearing it once.”

"Areyou sureit only heard them once?' asked Arkady gently. "It seemsto me asthough | heard
you singing the song again today while we werewaking."

"Wel, maybel did," said Cleaalittle uncertainly. "But that's ill alot of words."

"A lot of words and not abit of comprehension,” said Zach. "If they were redly using words, they would
talk to us. Spike was just repesating sounds.”

"Oh, there's no talking to you guys," said Clea. "I'm going to bed. I'm tired."

But once she wasin the tent, Cleafound that she couldn't deep. Too much had happened in the last few
days. She began to make alist in her head of everything she had experienced recently—partly so she
could fed sorry for hersdf, partly so she could be impressed with herself.

"In one week I've landed on anew planet, been trapped in earthquakes, hiked into the wilderness, and
learned to operate agravmeter,” she whispered, amogt likeit was alitany.

Then, rductantly, she added, "I've als0 recelved a mysterious message by telepathy.”
She wished Philippawould come into the tent.

But the arriva of the girl from Alphorion carried no comfort. When Philippa backed into the tent, spread
her deeping sheet, and then turned around, Cleacried out in shock, in the darkness the whites of
Philippas eyes gave off asoft green glow.

"Don't be so provincia!" snapped Philippa. "Everyone knows people from Alphorion have eyesthat glow
inthe dark."

Cleagtarted to deny that she knew any such thing. But then she remembered Sean talking about it at the
school assembly. How long ago was that? she wondered, and was astonished to redlize it had only been
two days.

"I'm sorry,” said Cleg, fedling embarrassed. Anything other than mild curiogity in responseto
planetary-induced traits was considered the height of rudeness. She knew she had totally humiliated
hersdf by her reaction to Philippas eyes.

To her astonishment, Philippabrushed the matter off. "It'sdl right," shesaid. "It'sbeen along day. Let's
get some deep.”

But deep did not come. Cleawas just drifting off when the message cametickling into her mind again.
Thistimethere was no denying it. Someone must bear witness, inssted the mind that was reaching out
of the darkness to touch hers. Please come to the plateau. Someone must hear witness.

She sat up and began to dress.

Philippasat up, too, her luminescent eyesthe only point of light in thetent. "Did you hear it?" she asked,
her voice trembling in wonder.

"l did," said Clea.
"What doesit mean?" asked Philippa.



"I don't know," said Clea. "But | haveto find out.”

She opened the tent and stepped out into the night.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Summons

Sean couldn't believe he was having this argument with Zach of al people. Zach was askate. He wasflip
and funny. But he wasn't out of hismind. At least, he hadn't seemed that way. Now he was standing in
front of the tent, claiming that he had to go up onto the plateaul.

"Thisisridiculous™ said Sean. "Y ou can't go now."

"l haveto," said Zach. "There might not be alater. And there's something up there that someone hasto
%ll

"Hesright," said Clea. "It hasto be now."

Sean hadn't even seen her come out of her tent. "Not you, too,” he said wesrily.

"What's going on?" asked Arkady, crawling out of the tent he was sharing with Will.
"Zach—and Clea, | guess—think there's something they have to see up on the plateau. I'm try-

ing to be as polite as | can about telling them they're crazy." He turned back to Clea. "We're going up
there tomorrow anyway."

"Tomorrow will betoo late," said Clea
"What are you talking about?" asked Sean, sounding as puzzled as he was angry.

Cleaheditated. "I don't know for sure,” she said. "It's something that comesinside my head when I'm just
about to fall adeep. It happened last night. It happened tonight, even stronger. It's not words,
its—fedings, images, dmost like amemory tugging a me. All I know iswe haveto go up to the plateau.
We haveto bear witness."

"Didn't you fed it at dl?" asked Philippa
Glancing sideways, Sean could see her glowing eyes at the opening of the tent.
"No," hesaid, amog defiantly. "Did you?'

"Only likeawhisper," said Philippa. Her voice was soft, frightened. "It tickles a the back of my head. It's
like an important dream that you can't quite remember. | didn't fed it as strongly as Cleaand Zach. But it
wasthere

"And do you think we should climb the plateau tonight?' demanded Sean.

"I don't know," said Philippa. She stepped away from the tent, into the light of the twin moons. "I'm
confused.”

"Thereis something up there, you know," said Will, who had followed Arkady out of thetent. "I can fedl



it, too."
"What about you, Arkady?" asked Sean.
Arkady shook hishead. "I don't have any ideawhat's going on."

Sean turned and |ooked at the plateau. The steep sides appeared silver-blue in the moonlight. Was
something waiting for them up there? The idea made the hairs along the back of hisneck rise.

"Did it ever occur to you that if there is something up there it might be dangerous? I'm not saying thereis
anything. But if thereis, are you sure you want to climb up there and find it in the middle of the night?"

"Tomorrow will betoo late," said Zach uneasly-
IIWMI
"l don't know. | just know it will be."

"Sounds like pressure tacticsto me," said Sean."Buy now or losethisdeal. Even if hearing this'message
doesn't mean you're crazy, trying to answer it right now does.”

"Yourewrong,” said Clea. "It's not bad. | know it's not." Even as she made the protest she knew she
sounded silly and naive.

"Want some candy, little girl ?* said Sean sardonically.
"Youretwisting my words," said Cleaangrily.

"I'm trying to keep you from doing something stupid!" he snapped.
"Witness!" said Spike.

The six teenagersturned to look at the theskie.

"Witness," it repeated. "Witness! Ackle ackle ackle."
Philippamoved closer to Sean.

"Areyou sure they don't know what they're saying?' asked Clea.
"I'm not sure of anything right now," said Zach.

"They pick up on emationdly charged words,” said Sean, trying to stay cam. " Someone here said
'witness just aminute ago. Spike's only repesting it.”

"Go. See. On the plateau,” agreed Matildain her raucous, cawing voice.
Philippadipped her hand into the crook of Sean'sarm.
"Everything they're saying they heard right herein the last few minutes,” ingsted Sean.

Cleawasn't sure whether he was trying to convince himsdlf or the rest of them. Shelooked at the plateau.
What was waiting up there? Wasit really atrap, as Sean was warning them? That was hard to believe.
The message had seemed friendly. Desperate, yes. But not the sending of an enemy.

Want some candy, little girl? She frowned and shook her head, trying to drown out Sean's words.



She didn't need to. The message came again and did the job for her. Someone must hear witness. It
was intense, almost desperate.

"I haveto go up therel” she said.
"No!" said Sean. "Y ou're staying here with the rest of us."
Shelooked at him coldly ."Areyou telling me I'm aprisoner?' she asked.

Sean looked uncomfortable. Now what do | do? he thought. He had no right to force Clea—or any of
them—to stay in the camp. No one had elected him leader; they al just acted like hewasin charge.
Typical, hethought bitterly. Everyone was glad to have me run things aslong as we didn't disagree.
That way anything that went wrong could be my fault. But as soon as they want to do something
different, its every entity for itself.

"The barrier isgill up," he said ambiguoudly.
"Areyou tdling meI'm aprisoner?' repeated Clea, ingsting on an answer.

Sean closed hiseyes. If he held Clea here againgt her will, she could bring charges against him when they
got back to Ambora. But if he let her go and anything happened to her—

"Zach?' he said, looking for support.

"We've got to go, Sean.”

Suddenly hewondered if he would be able to stop them even if he wanted to.
"Arkady?'

Arkady Davidov looked up at the mysterious plateau. He tended to think Sean wasright-going up there
now was abad idea. In fact, he wasn't even sure he wanted to go up there in the daylight. On the other
hand, hisfamily believed—deeply—in not interfering with what others chose to do.

But, hethought, arguing with himsdlf, isthis

really a matter of choice? Zach and Clea seemto feel compelled. So maybe something is already
interfering with their right to choose.

"| believe we should stay here," he said.
"Thisisn't avote!" said Clea "'l don't careif you come or not. I'm going to the top of that plateau!

Arkady sighed. He knew he hadn't redlly answered Sean. The important question had been unstated:
Will you help if I try to force them to stay?

Hefelt asthough he was standing on arazor-thin line, with a bottoml ess abyss yawning on either side of
him.

"People make their own choices," he said at last. He wondered as he listened to himsdlf whether he was
gpesking from moral conviction or from cowardice.

Sean sighed. In away, the decision had been taken out of his hands. Will and Philippawere aready
leaning toward Cleds point of view. Without Arkady to help, there was no way he could prevent them

from going.



Was he glad or not?

Certainly Arkady's decision not to back him up avoided what would undoubtedly have been an
extraordinarily unpleasant scene. But whether it Smply delayed the unpleasantness, or even traded it for
something even worse, he couldn't say.

"Sean," said Cles, "take down the barrier.”
"The controlsarein my pack. If you want it
down, you can take it down yoursdlf.”

Zach crawled into the tent and emerged amoment later with asmdl, silvery-looking box. "I've got it," he
said. His voice sounded uneasy. He glanced up at the plateau. Sean thought he saw hisfriend shudder.

"Zach," hesad, "you don't haveto go."
"Witness!"' gabbled the theskies."Witness"
Zach closed hiseyes. "Yes" hesad dowly. "l do."

Both moons were up. After Sixteen years on Earth, Zach till found the double shadows confusing. He
looked at the box in his hands. No need to remove the entire barrier—just create asmall opening. He
pressed a series of buttons, and the red lights on two of the dender polesthat he and Sean had placed in
acircle around the camp blinked out. It was down; they could go out. And, he redlized with a shiver,
whatever was out there could comein.

He turned to Sean and tried one moretime. "L ook, we're not being drawn aong like zombies. Thisisour
choice. We don't have to go. We want to."

"How do you know that's not part of the wholeilluson?' asked Sean wearily. "That you're being given a
choiceingtead of being forced.”

"Wedon't," Cleaanswered.
Zach felt Sck ingde as he followed her through the gate.
"I think we should go, too," said Philippa, before they were out of sight.

It wasthefirg timein several minutes that she had spoken. She had watched Sean struggle with the
others, torn within hersalf over whether she wanted him to win or lose the argument. But now, watching
Zach and Clea start toward the plateau, she felt she had to go dong. Whatever wasthere, it was caling
her aswdll.

"Of course welll go," said Sean angrily. He had disappeared insde his tent. Now he regppeared, wearing
afull boorman and adjusting the straps on his pack. "Arkady get your stuff. If you couldn't back me up
onthis, you can a least help me cover those foals.”

"I had intended to," said Arkady camly.

Sean hesitated, hovering at the edge of an apology. But his sense of betrayal was still too raw, and it died
onhislips

"I'm coming, too," said Will.



Sean nodded. He didn't figure Will would be much use. But it was probably abad ideato leave him here
aone. If anything happened to Will, held probably catch hell for that, too.

By thetime the four of them were ready, Zach and Cleawere about a hundred meters away from the
camp.

Next question, thought Sean. Do we try to catch up with them or stay behind so we avoid whatever
mess they might be walking into? He rubbed his hands over hisface, asif that would somehow give
him an answer.

"Comeon," said Philippa. "1 want to wak with them."

Sean looked ahead. The sight of Zach and Cleawalking acrossthe clear, flat space that led to the
plateau, flanked by apair of bouncing theskies was amost comical. If he hadn't been so frightened, he
would have laughed.

"I'm sorry if you fed | let you down,” said Arkadly, falling into step beside him. "For you, things are
always clear. You know just what to do. It isnot alwaysthat way for the rest of us. | had to choose what
made sense for me. Maybe it waswrong. | don't know."

Sean looked at Arkady in astonishment. Did he really mean what he had just said? Did the othersredly
think he was free from insecurity, from indecison? He shook his head weerily. "WEell talk about it later,”
he said. "Right now we'd better concentrate on keeping up with the rest of them."”

Arkady nodded. Will and Philippaweren't exactly running. But they were moving fast enough that they
would catch up with Zach and Clealong before they made it to the base of the plateau.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN:

Into the Plateau

"Do we have any ideawhat we're doing?' said Cleashortly after they had passed beyond the e ectronic
barrier.

"I don't know," said Zach. "Do we?'
"Gack!" sad Spike emphéticdly.
"Quiet, you," said Clea. "I'min no mood for theskie humor."

"When we found that spot this afternoon, the place where—" Zach hesitated, suddenly uncertain just
what it was safeto say in front of the theskies. "Uh—the place where these two got so upset,” hefinally
sad, "l thought maybe we had seen whatever it was we were supposed to see. Y ou know, that we had
become ‘witnesses.” But | guessthat wasn't it."

Cleashook her head. "I thought that for alittle whiletoo,” she said. "But once it started to get dark, |
began to sense there was moreto it than

that. | think what we saw earlier today is a separate matter.”

Zach nodded. "And a serious one if someoneis actualy poaching theskies. But what do you suppose
thisisdl about?' he said.



Shesghed. "1 wish | knew. Areyou frightened?'
"Terrified."”
"Me, too. But | don't fed like I'm ‘possessed’ or anything stupid like that. I'm doing this on my own."

"I know," said Zach. "But | can't help remembering those old stories about the sirens of the spaceways
luring men to their doom.”

"Doesthat mean I'm safe because I'm awoman?* asked Cles, trying to lighten the mood.
"Women are never safe asfar as|'m concerned,” said Zach.

"Do you mean women are never safe around you, or you never fed safe around awoman?”
"Figureit out,” said Zachwithagrin.

It was hislast attempt at humor. Asthey continued toward the plateau, he grew increasingly sober, awed
by the sheer dliffsthat loomed ahead of them, and even more by the return of the message, intense and

urgent.
Please come. Someone must know. Someone must bear witness.

The sensation was tantdizing, frugtrating, exhilarating. Zach knew he wasn't understanding the message
fully—partly because it came morein pictures and fedlings than in words, partly

because the pictures were hazy, like fleeting remnants of a dream, or the reverse images that sometimes
lingered on theingde of hiseyelids after he had stared at something too long.

He was concentrating so intensely on the message that the arriva of Will and Philippanearly sent him out
of hisskin. "Don't do that!" he cried when Will tapped him on the shoul der.

Zach shook his head when he saw Will recoil in shock. "Sorry," he said. "'l didn't mean to scare you. But
you terrified me"

"l just wanted to let you know we were here," said Will.

"Isit my imagination, or isthe message getting stronger?" asked Philippa. Her skin was so paethat she
looked dmost ghostly in the moonlight.

"It'sstronger,” said Clea. "Or at least, more intense. I'm till trying to experienceit more dearly.”

Philippa nodded. "We're doing the right thing," she said, though whether she was trying to encourage the
others or convince hersdf was hard to say.

"Do you know where we're going? asked Will. "I mean, do you know what we're going to do when we
get to the plateau?’

"No," sad Zach.
"Yes'" sad Clea
Helooked at her in surprise. "Y ou'reright,” he said amoment later.

She smiled. The message was getting clearer.



"Canyou seeit?' she asked.

He nodded. Across what had been bare ground there now stretched a broad, straight road that led
directly to the plateau. Looking at it, Zach understood that it was not redly there, at least not now. But he
knew, too, that it had been, once before. As he stared at it, the road began to glow, not so much aroad
but agtrip of light leading to— what?

"| can't see anything,” said Philippa. "What are you two smiling about?"
"It will cometo you soon,” said Clea. "I'm positive.”

"Wevegot 'em," said Sean. "Those diffsaretoo steep to climb in the dark. Unlessthey're totdly out of
their minds, they'll stop right there.”

"You sound relieved,” said Arkady.
"Aren't you?" asked Sean.
"I don't know," said Arkady. "I was becoming very curious. | wanted to know what thiswas al about.”

"Y ou would have made agood theskie," said Sean, unable to stiop himsdlf. "They have more curiosty
than common sense, t00."

Arkady stopped. "I think you spoke too soon, my friend,” he whispered, hisvoicefilled with awe.

Sean had been facing Arkady. He turned to see what the other boy was talking about and cried out in
urprise.

The others had reached the base of the cliffs. But instead of being forced to stop, as he had

expected, they were going on. Sean tried to swallow the lump that seemed to lodgeitself in histhroat as
he watched Clea gpproach the spot of light that had appeared on the cliffsde in front of her.

The light shimmered and grew. Suddenly it flashed, then disappeared. Where it had been was an opening
inthe cliff, twice as high asWill Mornette, twice again aswide asthat.

"Cled" cried Sean. "Wait—"
It wastoo late. She had entered the opening.
Sean grabbed Arkady by the arm. "Come on— let's move!”

They began to spring toward the opening. But they weretoo late. As Will Mornette entered the opening,
it closed behind him,

"Damn!" cried Sean.
But he kept running.

Cleawatched the opening appear in the cliff with amixture of fedingsthat ranged from joy to aweto
terror.

Just what are we supposed to withess! she thought as the face of the rock disappeared to reved the
enormous opening beyond. The moonlight spilled in but alittle way. Beyond that everything was dark.

"Should we go in?" she heard Zach ask. She didn't bother to answer. She knew they would enter. She



had to. She aso knew that, asterrified as shewas, if she turned away from this adventure whileit was
dill safe, whilethe world il

nearly made sense, shewould never deep in peace again aslong as she lived. The question would dways
be there, nagging at the back of her mind: what was on the other side of that opening?

She stepped through. The othersfollowed. Without a sound the opening closed, plunging them into total
darkness.

For amoment everything was confused. She heard Zach gasp in surprise. The theskies began to gabble
frantically. Philippa, who had been walking behind her, reached out and grabbed her shoulder. Clea
turned. The glowing green of the other girl's eyeswasthe only point of light in aworld that had become
totally black.

"Just aminute," muttered Will, "just aminute, just aminute. Ah, therewe are.”
Cleaheard aclick. Sheblinked asabright light appeared in Will's hand.

"Y ou two were in such ahurry you took off empty handed,” he said, nodding to Cleaand Zach. "
figured we might need more than just hands and feet to get to the top of the plateau, so | grabbed my
pack. | think Philippa has hers, too."

"l do," said Philippawith alittle laugh. "1 was so wound up in what was going on, | forgot | was wearing
it"

She dipped off her pack and rummaged around until she found her own hand torch. FHicking it on, she
began pointing it around her. They stood in avast chamber. Cleaestimated its

height at ten meters, and itswidth at twenty. Itslength was unguessable.
"What isthis place?' whispered Philippa
"I don't know," said Cleasoftly. "Zach?"

"Not thefoggiest,” he said, running ahand through hisbrown hair. "But | can tell you thismuch: it ain't
natural, and it wasn't made by theskies."

"What do we do now?" asked Will.
"Moveon,” said Clea "Thisisinteresting, but it's not what we were called to see.”

Sean stopped in surprise. At their approach the same light he had seen before flashed on the face of the
cliff and the huge opening appeared before them. He had been sure that they would be shut out, that the
cliff would only open for those who had heard the "message.”

He hesitated. He had been so concerned about getting into the cliff he hadn't really thought about what he
would doif it turned out to be possible.

"Shall we go in?" asked Arkady quietly.

"We haveto," said Sean.

"Do you ever do anything because you want to? Or is everything duty with you?'

"Save the therapy session for later," snapped Sean as he stepped forward and flicked on his hand torch.



Heflinched asthe gate closed behind them. But he saw another light ahead of him. "Therethey are" he
sad. "Comeon."

"Why not ask them to wait?' said Arkady. "Weredl in thistogether now."

Sean shook hishead. "I'll be very happy if thisturns out to be al sweetness and buttercups,” he said. "But
someone needs to stay on the dert around here. If you want to join them, go ahead.”

It was Arkady's turn to shake his head. "'l will keep watch with you,” he said.

They picked their way across a smooth, flat floor that was covered by athick layer of dust. The dust was
marked with the footprints of avariety of animas, including agreat number of theskies. Animal droppings
were everywhere.

"Look," said Arkady. He rubbed hisfoot over the floor, scraping away the dust. The surface undernesth
was highly polished.

Sean kndlt and ran hisfinger over the black, glasdike surface. "Who made this?' he asked in wonder.

Philippacried out in fear and surprise when the lights blazed on around them. Theillumination seemed to
come from thewall, thefloor, the ceiling. Everywhere. She covered her eyeswith her hands. After a
moment, as she parted her fingers and her eyes began to adjust, she redlized the light was not as painfully
bright as she had thought.

"Thisisgetting weirder by the minute," whispered Zach.
Philippanodded in silent agreement.
The section of the passage that waslit

extended about five metersin front of them. Their hand torches had shown them enough so that nothing
they saw now was that surprising, athough the theskie skeleton to their left caused her to flinchin
distaste. To her surprise, neither Spike nor Matilda seemed disturbed by the skeleton.

"Desath by natural causes,” said Zach when Philippa mentioned thisfact. "I think what disturbed them
earlier was not that theskies were dying, but how they were dying.”

"| agree," said Clea. She waked to theright and ran her fingersaong thewal. "Smooth,” shesaid. "And
wam."

"Smooth and warm," gabbled Spike.

Philippa started to speak but stopped and pressed her fingers againgt her forehead. "The call is getting
stronger,” she whispered.

"l know," said Clea.

They waked on. When Will, who was walking dightly behind the others, passed thelast of thelights, the
area behind them went dark again.

Philippaswung her light over the areaiin front of them. "I wonder what happened here," she whispered.

It was clear something had gone terribly wrong. The great corridor was shattered and broken. Chunks of
jagged stone, some aslarge as ahoverbus, lay scattered before them. The floor, so smooth since they
had entered, was now like the surface of the ocean on arough day; from left



wall to right it was buckled and warped for as far as they could see ahead of them.
"Comeon," said Zach. "We don't have much time."

That was true; the messages said so.

CHAPTER FIFTEEN:

Midnight on Bald Mountain

"I wonder if the earthquakes did this," said Arkady as he picked hisway over the shattered, debrisfilled
floor.

"Wadl, it wasn't any of the recent ones," said Sean. "L ook at the dust on these chunks of rock that fell out
of the ceiling. It's about the same thickness as the dust on the floor. And from the layers of footprints
we've seen, that dust has been here for awhile.”

"Then how long ago do you think this happened?”

Sean shrugged. "It'samost impossible to tell. Except for when the doors open, thisplaceis sedled. So
there wouldn't be anything to cause wear and tear; no rain or wind or anything like that. It seemslike the
door opensfor anyone or anything who approaches—"

"Which indicates that whoever built it was very trusting,” said Arkady.

"Not necessarily," said Sean, unwilling to let go of hissuspicions, "It could just as eadly indicate that
whoever built it was very powerful—or smply that the operating mechanism somehow got locked on
'‘Open for Anyone Who A pproaches.™

"I would prefer to believe the best,” replied Arkady, "but what you say istrue.”
"Y ou sound like I dwayslook for theworst," said Sean.

Arkady shrugged his broad shoulders. "Being cynicd isan unpleasant job. | gppreciate the fact that
yourewillingtodoit."

Sean hesitated, uncertain how to respond to that statement. "Anyway,” he said after amoment, "asfor
how long this has been here, the best indicator would seem to be the thickness of the dust. I've been
trying to figure out whereit comesfrom. | can't think of any way for great amounts of it to comein. My
guessisthat it either filters down from somewhere ahead of us, or it comesin with the animaswhen one
of them wanders through the door. Neither way would causeit to accumulate very fast. Infact, | think
the buildup would be extremdy dow."

Arkady ran hisfoot across the floor, digging aline through the dust. "'If that's so, then this passage must
be very ancient.”

"I think that'slikely," said Sean.
"So, compadre, what isissuing this'cal’ that the others say they hear?”

"l don't know. But | don't likeit." "Let's not let them get too far ahead,” said Arkady. "They may need
lﬁ"



"Now what?' said Will. He played hislight over adebris-strewn stretch of floor that extended ahead of
them for about five meters, then ended at a smooth, blank wall that stretched straight up for asfar asthey
could see.

"Now what, now what?" cried the theskies, their voices echoing hollowly around the baffled teenagers.

Will sagged down onto alarge chunk of rock. He had been so involved in their strange discoveries that
he had forgotten how tired he was. Now that they had stopped, it seemed to strike him al at once.
Matilda came and laid her head across his knees. He stroked her neck, enjoying the feel of her scales
benegth hisfingers.

If only it wasn't so warm in this place.

He watched through half-closed eyes as Cleaturned from side to side. "There hasto be away," she
muttered. "I know therésaway."

"Thereis" sad Will lazily.

What?"

"It'sover there," he said, pointing across the rubble to adark spot on the sdewall.
"How do you know?" demanded Clea.

Will sat up insurprise. "l saw it," he said. "Like the other messages. | just closed my eyes, and it was
there”

"Why you?" asked Clea. She sounded closeto
tears. "Why didn't the rest of us get the message?”’
Will winced. He could tell that what she redlly meant was "Why didn't | get the message?!

"Maybe because he was relaxed,” said Zach, putting his hand gently on her shoulder. "After dl, therest
of usare pretty keyed up. Remember, the first messages came as we were drifting off to deep. Maybe
itseaser to contact usthen.”

"That makes sense,” said Clea
Will noticed that her hands were trembling.
"Let'sgo look where Will pointed,” said Philippa

Will got to hisfeet, groaning dightly as he did. Cleacameto stand beside him. "I didn't mean to snap at
you," shesaid. "1 wasfeding—well, jedlous, | guess. | didn't want someone el se getting amessage that |
couldn't sense”

Will nodded and followed her to the corner, where they found was awide crevice that cut up through the
rock at asharp angle.

"Acklel" said Spike, running up the crevice until he was out of sight, and then back down to tug on the
deeve of Zach'sboorman. "Ackle!"

"I'm coming,” said Zach. "Just give me aminute, will you?' He turned to the others. "Do you think we
should tie ourselves together?"



Will hesitated. Asfar as he was concerned, it was agood idea. But he didn't want to appear any more
weak and helpless than he aready did. So he was relieved when he heard Philippa agree with Zach's

suggestion.

Well, that was stupid, he thought, as he began tying loops into the rope he dug out of hispack. | can't
believe | was willing to start climbing up this crevice without a rope, rather than let the others
think |1 was weak or scared enough to need it.

He shook his head. He was both weak and scared, and he knew it. So why wasit so important to hide
the fact? He could imagine his plaquein the Hall of the Dead: Will Mornette—2504-2520. He died with
a good image.

"Ready?" cdled Zach.

One by one, the others answered.

They started up the crevice.

For afew terrible seconds, Sean thought he had lost them.

Then he heard the familiar gabbling of atheskie come echoing down from thewal off to hisright.
Nodding to Arkady, he began clambering across the debris that filled the cul de sac. "They went up
there" he said, shining hishand torch into the crevice.

"Areyou sure?' asked Arkady. "That could be awild theskie."
"Well, where else could they have gone?"

In answer, Arkady played hislight around the rubble-filled chamber. It was easy to imagine a passage
hidden behind every stone and every pile of debris.

"I'm arover, rover, rover," sang the raucous voice of atheskie.
Arkady smiled. "Youwin," hesad. "They're up there!"
They started to climb.

"l think thiswas adairway," sad Sean after amoment. "If you look, every oncein awhileyou'll seea
corner under dl thisrubble—like here."

He pointed hislight to the right, then pushed away some smdl stoneswith hisfoot. Two straight, clean
surfaces met at aright angle. But neither of them waslarger than the pam of Sean's hand.

"If thiswas agairway, something sure torethe hell out of it," said Arkady.

Sean nodded. "Theway | figureit," he said, "that blank wall where the main corridor stopped was
probably some kind of lift or transport system; like an old-fashioned elevator, maybe. Then therewasthis
stairway aong the side for emergencies, or for people who wanted to walk, or whatever."

Arkady paused. "Do you redize what you're saying?"

Sean closed hiseyes. "Yeah, | know what I'm saying. Wefindly found one. A hundred years of galactic
exploration, space done knows how many planets—and we finaly found another intelligent species. Only
from the looks of things, it was gone long before we got here.”



Suddenly Arkady clamped his hand down on Sean'sarm. His grip was so powerful that Sean cried out in
pain. "Sorry," said Arkady. He

sounded distracted, asif he barely noticed what had happened.
"What isit?" asked Sean nervoudy. "Arkady, what'swrong?'

The muscular boy blinked and shook hishead. "I fdtit," he whispered. " The summons—the message that
Cleaand the others have been talking about.”

Sean looked a himin darm.
Arkady shook hishead again. "I'mdl right," he said. "Just alittle surprised.”
"Whet doesit fed like?'

"Like—likeadream, | guess. | don't mean dreamy and sweet. Just that it'skind of hazy, hard to get a
hold on. I haveimages at the back of my head. | know they'rethere. But if | try to look at them, they

disappear.™

Sean shook hishead. "I ill don't fed athing,” hesaid. "I don't know if | should berelieved or jedlous.”
"I think we'redmogt at thetop,” said Clea. "L ook—you can see some light up there."

"Ah, thelight at the end of the tunnel,” said Zach. " Something I've dways wanted to experience.”

"Shhh!" hissed Clea. But she reached her hand back, indicating that she wanted Zach to come and climb
beside her. Crouching forward, they made their way up the scree. It soon became obviousthat Cleawas
right; they were nearly at

the end of the crevice. Moonlight was pouring in through an opening ahead of them.

Zach glanced at Clea. Her large eyes were filled with excitement. The moonlight seemed to caress her
cheeks, to catch and tremblein her hair. For thefirgt time he realized how truly beautiful she was.

Another few meters, and they had reached the surface. They climbed through the opening and |ooked
around them.

Cledsfirgt reaction was disappointment. Both moons were shining full on the plateau, and in their
slvery-bluelight she could see for agood distance. But al she saw was abroad, flat surface strewn with
rocks. To theright, about a haf-kilometer awvay, was the edge of the plateau. Beyond, she could seethe
foothills of the Catdans, covered with thick forest. Straight ahead, the plateau rolled on for agreat
distance, farther than she could estimate. At the end reared the great line of the Cynthians, arocky
barrier that stretched north and south asfar as she could see. In thelight of the twin moons the distant,
snow-capped peaks looked strange, fascinating, aluring.

Sheturned her attention to her left. Less than two meters away the plateau cameto an abrupt halt at Bald
Mountain, which seemed to soar up from the edge of the plateau asif trying to scrape the stars from the

sky.
The scene was very beautiful. But it was empty.

She waked forward, shaking her head. She didn't know what she had expected to find. All her efforts,
all her thoughts, had been focused on getting to the top of the plateau. And now that she was
here—nothing.



Shefdt bereft—asif sheld lost something that made al the difference. Her self-pity was interrupted by
two things

Thefirst wasthe return of the message. Please come. Someone must see. Someone must bear
witness.

The second wasthe fed of Zach Y amoto's hand grabbing her elbow.
"What are you—"
"Shhh!" he hissed, interrupting her question. "Don't move. Don't talk.”

But it wastoo late. The thing had seen them. As she watched in horror it roseto itsfeet and began
lumbering inther direction.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN:
A Walk Along the Edge of the World

Cleagtared in terror at the enormous lizard bearing down on her. Even if it'sfriendly, I'm dead, she
thought, as she watched aforked tongue at least ameter and ahdf long flick in and out of the creature's
mouth. All it hasto doislick me, and it's all over.

Suddenly sheredlized Zach wastrying to drag her back toward the crevice.

"No," shecried. "It might follow us, get the others.™ Shaking free of hisgrasp, she darted to the right.
"You'regoing to get yoursdf killed!" yelled Zach, running after her.

Thelizard turned its massive head to follow their movement. It shook itstail and started after them.
"Up herel" shouted Zach. Sprinting past Clea, he began climbing alarge rock that jutted up

from the surface of the plateau. He reached down to help her up. She scrambled up beside him, onto a
little ledge somewnhat higher than her head. A few moments |l ater they were on top of the rock—about
four meters above the ground.

"What if it can dlimb?' asked Cleanervoudy.
"We get to count itsteeth,” replied Zach.
The creature was taking its time now, gpparently confident its intended dinner wasn't going anywhere.

"It'sthe same kind of thing we saw next to that pond, back when we were on the hoverbuses,” said
Zach.

"Only 1think it'sbigger,” said Clea

Zach sudied the anima for amoment. "Y oureright,” he said. "Noseto tail, thisguy isat least twelve
meterslong.”

Clea stepped back from the edge of the rock. Now that the immediate danger was over, she was ableto
examine the gpproaching lizard more closely. Despiteits great length, its short legs kept it closeto the



ground. In the silver-blue moonlight its scaly skin looked dark purple. A crest ran dong its back from the
center of its head to a place dightly above its hips. The crest gppeared to be composed of some |eathery
materia stretched between about twenty long spines. The crest sagged and lifted as the anima walked,
S0 that sometimes the spines stood nearly vertical, and at other momentsthey lay dmost flat againgt its
back.

Cleawas mydtified by the scraping sound she

heard, until sheredlized it came from the creature'stail. Long and heavy, it swung from sdeto Sde asthe
beast walked, cleaving a series of arcs through the pebbles and dirt behind it.

" Should we go down the back of the rock?" she asked.

Zach shook his head. "It'sagtraight drop,” he said, "and once were down, there'sredly no placeto go. |
don't want to try to outrun him until we find out whether or not he can reach us up here."

At the sound of Zach's shout, Sean Started to run. Pushing hisway past Will and Philippa, he burst onto
the moonlight-drenched plateau. It took him only a moment to locate Zach and Clea. They stood atop an
enormous rock, clinging to one another. Crawling toward the foot of the rock was an enormous,
lizardlike cregture,

Theflat surface of the plateau stretched on only a short distance past the dreadful scene, then abruptly
dropped off. Thelight from the two moons made everything stand out in sharp relief so that hisfriends
seemed to be outlined againgt a sheer black wall filled with sars.

Hedipped his pack from his shoulders and was fumbling through it when something shot past him crying,
"Ackle! Ackle, ackle, ackle!" Helooked up and saw Spike running straight toward the mongter.

The great head turned. For amoment it looked like the creature was going to snap at the theskie,
which suddenly seemed tiny in comparison.

"Acklel" cried Spike. "Ackle, ackle!™

Zach looked down from the rock. " Spikeistrying to distract the thing!" he said in amazemen.

The giant lizard watched the theskie for amoment. Then it turned back toward the rock and opened its
mouth.

Cleafdt a grange fascination. She knew that if shefell forward she would smply disappear into that
great maw, which could engulf her with asingle bite. Two great orange eyes, each aslarge as her head,
gared up at her. They seemed to glitter in the moonlight.

She shivered, suddenly wondering if thiswas the thing that had called them to the plateau. Could this
monstrosity have reached out, touched her mind, drawn her to it?

"No!" she said out loud, startling Zach. The message must have come from some other place.
But thelizard's eyes were so compelling.

Cleatook a step toward the edge of the cliff. Zach grabbed her arm and drew her back. "What are you
doing?' hecried.

She shook her head. "'l don't know. |I—I thought—" Her eyes widened with horror at what she had
amogt just done. "Hold on to me, Zach! Don't let me near the edge. Don't ook into its eyes.”



He wrapped hisarms around her, drew her close.
The great creature roared in displeasure. It was the only noise, other than the sweep of its

tall, they had heard it make. It seemed like it might shake the stars from the sky. Cleaclung to Zach,
shivering in terror, too frightened to notice that he was shaking, too.

A scraping sound drew their attention to an enormous foot, toes tipped with clawslike carving knives,
that appeared at the edge of the rock, then dipped back down.

They backed up a step. Zach glanced over his shoulder. Another step and they would go over the edge.

The claw appeared again, and behind it the enormous snout of their pursuer. The great tongue flicked
over therocks, coming within centimeters of their feet.

Suddenly the creature's head snapped back. I1ts mouth opened in aslent cry. The nictating membranes
began to flicker over the bulging orange eyes.

With adight gurgling sound, the beast did backward, out of sight.

After severd seconds of silence, Zach relaxed hisgrip on Clea. Taking her hand, he stepped forward.
When he redlized he was half expecting the lizard to come roaring up over the edge of the stone, like a
mongter in some horror holovid, he dropped her hand. " Stay here," he whispered.

"How many centurieswill it take you guysto start treating uslike equals?* she said, her voice shaking.
She grabbed his arm. Together, they took a tentative step forward.

"Y ou can come down now," said afamiliar voice.

When Zach looked over the edge of the rock and saw Sean Matthews standing on top of the still body
of thelizard, dangling atrank gun casudly from hisleft hand, he didn't know whether to laugh or cry.

Cleadid both.

If I act too smug they'll kill me, thought Sean, trying desperately not to smirk as he watched Zach and
Cleaclimb down the face of the rock.

But he felt smug. He felt powerful and competent. The others had gone off without thinking. They had
panicked. He had kept hiswits, and his equipment, together; had been ready to act when hewas
needed. Hewas glowing insde. Keep it to yourself, Matthews, hethought.

"That waswell done," said Arkady, waking up from behind.

"Thanks," said Sean. Heforced himsalf to remember that if circumstances were different, their positions
could have been reversed. Arkady was every hit as brave as he was. But Arkady had ssumbled in the
tunnd and then had had trouble getting his gun to function. There had been no time to wait, so Sean had
taken action.

He remembered the way the other boy had pulled him back from the edge of death in the chasm two
days ago, and the quiet way in which he had accepted their thanks. How did Arkady

feal then? Sean wondered. Were hisinsideson fire like this?

Zach and Cleahad made apoint of climbing around the fallen lizard. Now they were standing beside its
date-colored belly, looking up a Sean.



"Come on down, hero,” said Zach. "Let's get out of here before this thing wakes up.”

Sean did down over the smooth, saucer-szed scales and landed on hisfeet in front of them. "Zach's
right," he said gruffly. "We can't be sure how long thisthing will stay out.”

Asif in response, one of the great legs twitched—a motion that would have knocked one of them over if
they had been standing too closetoit.

How stupid can a guy get? thought Sean, his cheeks burning. Some triumph this would have been, if
one of us got a broken back while | was standing up there showing off.

"Was that what brought us up here?' he asked, gesturing over his shoulder as they began walking back
toward the crevice.

Cleashook her head. "The cdll istill coming,” she said, sopping for amoment as a quufer scuttled in
front of her. "Infact, it's stronger than ever."

Sean sghed. Though he was till worried that they might be walking into atrap, it seemed impossible to
hang behind now that the others knew he and Arkady had been following them.

Following the cal that he till could not hear, they started across the plateau together. Asthey

walked, he found himsalf wondering why it was so much harder to go against the desires of the group
than it was to face amongter lizard.

"Quufer city," said Zach, reaching down to pick up one of the creatures which had begun to cluster
around them in increasing numbers.

Sean had to agree. In al the time he had been on Gauguin he had never seen such a concentration of the
friendly littleanimas

"It makes sense,” said Will. "If what they like most is basking in the sunshine, this plateau is a perfect
place for them. It's so flat and open they must loveit.”

"We make quite aprocession,” said Zach. "Six kids, two theskies, and aherd of quuferswaking dong
the edge of aplateau. | wonder what we look like from down there.”

Even as he spoke, more quufers attached themsalves to the group.
"Look," said Arkady amoment later. "lsn't it wonderful 7"
"What?" said Philippa.

Arkady turned toward the edge of the plateau and swept hisarm out in agesture that seemed to takein
theentire planet. "Thid" hesaid. "All of it! Look how beautiful itis"

He'sright, thought Clea. I've been so intent on following this message that | haven't really been
seeing what's around me. This is something that must be witnessed, too. Thisisworth knowing.

As she stood at the edge of the plateau, looking

out acrosstherolling hills, the forests, the lakes, and rivers, she suddenly felt apang of protective-ness
for thisrough, wild planet to which she had been dragged against her will.

/ have never seen a sky so black, shethought, never seen stars so bright.



Her heart seemed to swell with an urge to know the planet, to be part of it. The moment wasinterrupted
by acry from Sean. She turned and saw that he had fallen to his knees and was clutching hishead
between his hands.

"All right," he moaned, "Well come. Well be your witnesses"

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN:

The Withesses

They moved in silence now, almost as one organism. The call was strong in all of
them, seemed to grow more powerful with every step as they drew inexorably closer
to its source.

The theskies were darting back and forth in front of Clea, gabbling in excitement.
The number of quufers beside and behind the group continued to increase.

Juliette disappeared behind a cloud, leaving only the swollen crescent of Justine to
shine on the plateau.

And then the earth opened beneath them.

It was not another earthquake. They had simply stepped onto an area that was too
weak to support them. The jolt was minor—they fell only afew feet before they
landed on a smooth slope. Unable to find anything to grab onto, they dlid, screaming
and shouting, back into the plateau.

They cameto rest in—aroom. It was round and small, no more than three meters across. With two
theskies, six teenagers and an innumerable host of quufers, it wasfar too crowded for comfort.

Inthewadl therewasahole.
In the hole there was a box.
And in the box therewas a city.

But they didn't know any of thiswhen they first landed in a shouting, struggling tangle of arms, legs, and
theskie necks.

Sean was thefirst to hisfeet. Convinced that the long-dreaded trap had been sprung, he looked around,
ready for danger. He couldn't find any. It wasjust aroom, round and small and crowded.

"Where arewe?" asked Cleaplantively.
"I don't know," he said, fedling impatient. Coming here had been her idea. Why was she asking him?

And then hefélt it, an enormous sensation of relief, asif something long feared had been averted. It came
from outside, from the same source as the summons. After amoment, he redlized that it was another
message. His mind grappled with the fedings, the fleeting images, and finaly converted them into four
words. Thank you for coming.



"You'rewelcome," he said doud, though he had no ideato whom he was speaking.
They weredl on ther feet now. Cleawasthefirst to seethe holein thewall. Gently pushing
asde aquufer, she moved to stand in front of it.

"Thisisit," shesad. "Thisiswhy wewere caled." Shereached into the opening in thewall, aspace no
larger than two of their packs placed side by side, and drew out abox made of gray metd.

"What isit?" asked Zach.
"I'm not certain,” shesaid. "Let'stakeit back to the surface.”

Everyone seemed to know what to do now, what was expected of them. Shooing Spike and Matilda
ahead of them, they made their way back up the dope. The angle was steep, and climbing it was not
easy. After awhile Sean and Arkady went ahead, then threw back arope to help the others.

The quufers scrambled up the incline with no difficulty.
Juliette had come back out from behind the clouds.

Moving asif in adream—and yet somehow, thought Sean, completely in control, completely
awake—they walked toward the center of the plateau. They stopped when they cameto aflat space,
several meters across, that was nearly aperfect circle. In the center stood alarge, round rock, also flat.

Clea placed the box on the stone. The others gathered around and watched as she opened it.

Inside the box was a haf-sphere made of the same gray metal. The surface of the half-sphere was
marked by aring of indentations. Theinden-

tations were multi-sded, asif various large crystals had been pressed into the metal when it was soft.

Cleasfingersdid not tremble as she lifted the haf-sphere out of the box and placed it on the stone.
Under the place where it had rested she found asmall door. Opening it revealed a second compartment,
which contained a cream-colored bag made of soft, supple material. Clea opened the bag. Insde were
seven large crystds, each adifferent color.

She poured them into her hand.

Solemnly, each of her friends reached forward to take astone. Silently, one by one, each of them
inserted a stone into the half-sphere.

When they were done the final, blood-red stone remained. Closing her eyes, Cleaplaced it gently, amost
reverently, into the remaining indentation, at the top of the half sphere.

And it began.

Cleaheard atinkling of music, as of athousand silver bells above her head. Shelooked up. The sound
seemed to shimmer around her, cascading in silvery ripples.

She put out her hand, asif to grasp the music, then cried out in wonder as a city began to trembleinto
view. One by oneits towers rose before her, multiplying until they filled the plateau.

She glanced at the others. Did they seeit, too? They must. Like her, they were sumbling to



their feet, turning thisway and that, reaching out asif to touch adream.
"Isit redly there?" whispered Philippa.

Zach shook hishead. "1 don't know," he said. "I don't know what it is. A projection—ahalucination.
Who knows?'

"Perhaps we have gone back into the past,” said Arkady quietly.

At fird, theflat space where they stood, the circle to which they had brought the box of crystals, seemed
unchanged. No buildings had risen from the ground here, no streets cut across its surface.

Then Sean redlized that the tiles—when had the tiles gppeared beneath his feet?>—were engraved with
designs. He knelt and traced them with hisfingertip. The lines seemed to burn their way into his memory,
and heredlized they formed amap of somekind.

Suddenly he looked up. More messages were coming, flooding in faster than he could receive them. His
head began to swirl with images, too many to sort out. A flood of words, unknown, dien, was washing
through him. He closed hiseyes and tried to hold very 4ill, afraid thet if he tried to move he would fdll
over.

Sowly, theworld came back into focus. Sean could not understand the words pouring into his skull.
They belonged to another time, an dien race. But the images—the fedings—told a story anyone could
understand. They were as human,

asred, asthe five friends who stood with him in the center of the ancient city. He decided to go explore.
Will stood in front of abuilding, running his hands over the crysta and slver wall.
"It fedssolid," he said.

Arkady nodded. "Thisislikeaholovid," he said. "Only bigger than any | have ever seen." He opened the
door of the building. They stepped through it together.

A store, thought Will in surprise. Well, why not? Surely they had stores here.

He looked around. Unless he was mistaken, it was a bakery. And then al a once he could smell it. The
odors were like home. They wererich, sweet, basic. Suddenly he was struck with such a sense of loss
that he did to the floor and began to weep. "It was dl red," he whispered when Arkady knelt beside him.
"It wasred, so red you could smdll it. And now it'sgone.”

"I know," said Arkady, squeezing hisfriend's shoulder. "1 know."

Philippawas never able to say for sure when it was that the peopl e appeared. When she noticed them, it
seemed like they had aways been there. At first she was frightened. She huddled in a corner, staring at
the creatures. They were strange, even hideous, by human standards, with thick orange skin and flat
faces and «yesthat seemed at least twice as big asthey should be.

And yet—and yet they weren't ugly at al, she decided.
It was the message throbbing in her brain that made her fed that way.
See this, and remember. Please, remember.

Suddenly she was seized with an overwhelming love for these strange figures. She reached forward



timidly to stroke the arm of the woman closest to her. It was warm, supple, softer than she'd expected.
But the woman didn't know she was there.

Zach sat in acorner, sobbing. It was amemory. Everything around them, al that they were seeing,
hearing, feeling—a memory recorded by the last to go, recorded so that it would not be lost forever.

But it wasamemory filled with such love. These were my people. This was my home. Do not let it be
forgotten.

The message came to him not in words—the being who had made this record had no wordsthat Zach
could understand—but in feelings that were clear ascrysal.

It was that sharing of fedingsthat let him see the people who laughed and talked in the room before him
not as strange, orange-skinned aiens, but as friends and neighbors. Brothers and ssters. Family. Hewas
achingly aware that they had had dreamsjust like his own. They wanted to do things. They wanted to be
happy. They wanted to be loved.

They wanted not to die in the war that was coming.

A child, a least someone much shorter than most of the people around him—her?—went strolling by. It
had a quufer on its shoulder, atheskie bouncing at its hedls.

"Petd" thought Sean in astonishment. "Quufers and theskies were family petsl No wonder they're so
friendly."

He shook hishead. That didn't make sense. Animaswouldn't stay domesticated that long, would they?
How long ago had dl this happened?

He pressed hishands againgt hisface. He couldn't think clearly. The thoughts, the memories seemed to
be pounding againgt his brain. He wondered what it was like for Zach and Clea. They had received the
first messages so clearly. Was dl this even stronger, more clear, for them?

He turned and headed back for the center of the city. Maybe he would find out when he met them back
there.

Cleaknew, somehow, that what was coming next would be awful. She waited, trembling, for the others
to return. She didn't want to experience it alone.

Zach wasthefirg to arrive. His skin looked ashy in the moonlight. His eyes were red from weeping. He
sat down next to her, cross-legged on thetiles, and waited. Neither of them spoke.

Arkady and Will came next. Like Zach, they approached in silence, took their positions without
speaking. Sean and Philippa completed the circlein the sameway. All of them sat cross-legged, so close
that their knees were touching.

Each of them had to look past the others to see the city, to see what happened, next. Zach reached out
and took Cleda's hand. The gesture passed around the circle until they were linked, and as ready asthey
could be.

Zach shuddered. Though the words flooding through him were incomprehensible, theimages and fedings
told the story on their own.

Y et as the experience unfolded, he found himsdlf trying to trandate it into words. It took him amoment to



reglize why. Then he understood. That was hisjob. Hewas a witness.

He closed his eyes and watched the city he had just experienced as so vibrant and dlive dideinto a
trough of despair asit became clear that the war was coming.

He shook with shared terror as the tanks rolled into the streets and the mindwhips began to spread their
poison. He weypt, softly, silently, as men, women, and children—not orange-skinned strangers, but his
friends, hisfamily—ran gibbering into the streets while madness clawed at their minds.

And then hewas allowed to enter the madness himsaf. Afterward he blanked most of that out, because it
was smply too horrible to remember.

Lagt of dl, he saw the making of The Record,

asoneboy, thelast in the city, crawled through the streets, using the mind stonesto save and record dl
that he could remember of the glorious place he had once called home.

Zach ached for the boy, ached with him, for the power of The Record was such that hefelt as though he
was insde the boy's skin, felt asthough he, too, wasthe last one left, and knew that he was dying.

Hisvery arms ached as he finished the record of what had been, and placed it in abox, in aroom, deep
benesth the remains of the city.

And his heart broke as he fdll across the box, hoping that someday someone would come and bear
witness to the betraya of the dream.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN:

Planet of Secrets
The quuferswere shrieking.

The sound roused Sean. He shook his head and became aware of the others sitting nearby. He squeezed
his eyes shut. He needed time to absorb what he had just seen, to sort through the wonder and the
SOITow.

But they had no time; the messages were tdlling him that they had to leave the plateau immediately.

Spike and Matildawere running frantically back and forth behind him, crying, "Get out! Get out! Get
out!"

Arkady blinked. "I think they meanit," he said. He shook Will, trying to rouse the tal, dender boy into
action. But Will looked blank, till lostin thevision.

Arkady tried again. "l said, | think the theskies are serious.”
"Serioud" cried Spike.
Suddenly Cleacried out asawave of panic hit her—seemed to hit dl of them smultaneoudly.

Zach's eyesflew open. "Quake coming," he said, and Sean knew he was right, though he could not have
said how he knew.



Y et even with the clear knowledge of danger, it was hard to refocus their thoughts. Sean wasthefirst to
shake free of the vison. Climbing to his feet, he began to pull a the others. "Come on,” he said, "come
on, we have to move." When they grumbled and resisted, he began to shout, demanding that they get up
and head for the crevice that led off the plateau.

They stumbled into motion. The quufers swarmed ahead of them. Spike and Matildaran dongside,
gabbling frantically.

Asthey ran Cleafound she was still haunted by the vision that had overtaken her; more than once she
caught hersalf nearly tripping over phantom images, images of things that had disappeared—how long
ago? Shedidn't even redlize they had reached the crevice that had led them to the plateau, until the sound
of Sean and Zach arguing brought her, finaly, to full dertness.

"Comeon!" said Sean urgently. "Let'smovel”

"I'm not surewe should go in there," said Zach, gesturing at the opening. "What if wereinsde when the
quake hits?'

"l don't get it," said Philippawarily. "Zach'sright; there's a quake coming. But why do we
know that?" She pressed her fingertips against her brow. "What's going on here?' she asked softly.

"Let's get off the plateau now and try to figure that out later,” said Sean. He pointed at the crevice.
"L ook—the theskies and the quufersare going in. | think it's probably safe.”

"Andif it'snot?" asked Arkady.
Sean shrugged. "What will our chances be up herein aquake?'

Zach glanced acrossthe plateau, to the great rock where he and Clea had fled from the giant lizard. The
cregture's body was gone. "We may have another problem,” he said. "It looks like our girl friend woke
up. Coursg, if she'sgtill up here when the quake hits, it probably won't make one bit of difference that
Sean used atrank gun instead of area weagpon. | never could figure—"

"Zach," said Sean, "shut up!" He was done arguing. Taking Clea by the hand, he led the way into the
tunndl. The othersfollowed. They started out running but soon were dipping and diding dong the scree.
They reached the bottom in lessthan aquarter of the time it had taken for them to climbit.

And 4iill the message was pounding in their heads: Get out! Get out\

They ssumbled frantically over the debris of the great passage, crying out when the lightsblared oninthe
same spot they had before.

"What do we do if the door won't open?' asked Will, asthe lights blinked out behind them.

"It has to," panted Sean, not wanting to admit that the same worry had been twisting
his own stomach into knots.

But his smile betrayed his relief when they reached the end of the tunnel and—uwith
another flash of light—the great door opened for them.

They raced through the opening and collapsed on the ground outside. There they
lay, panting and gasping, until Sean forced them to get up and move on, insisting that
they wouldn't be safe so close to the cliffs. When Will collapsed again, not more



than fifteen paces away from the plateau, Sean and Arkady picked him up and
carried him.

They had barely gone another thirty meters when the quake hit. The rumble of the
earth seemed to come up through their feet as the grinding sound of the shifting
tectonic plates began to fill the world.

Cleacried out in despair. Sean tried to turn to her, but the moving earth knocked him
down. Shefell beside him, still staring back in the direction from which they had
come. He followed her gaze and watched in awe as the entire plateau began to
tremble. Suddenly a huge chunk of rock separated from the edge of the cliff and
crashed to the ground, landing in the very spot he had forced them to vacate just
moments before.

"The city," cried Clea, as more stones fell, and still more. "We're going to lose the

city!"

Sean could barely hear her above the roar of the shaking earth as the plateau began
to crumplein on itself.

For a moment the world was nothing but noise and shaking. Sean thought his
eardrums were going to burst. His teeth felt like they were being shaken loose from
their sockets.

And then it was over. The quake had lasted less than thirty seconds. But it was long
enough to wipe out al that remained of the ancient civilization.

The six teens knelt together where they had fallen, staring up at the rubble of the
plateau.

"Damn," said Sean finally. "It's going to be hard to dig that place up now."

"Isthat al it meansto you?"' snapped Clea. "Don't you—" She stopped as she
realized the flip remark was Sean's way of covering afeeling of intense, painful loss.

She shivered. Her understanding was not a guess, but a certainty. Now how do |
know that! she wondered uneasily.

Suddenly she felt awrenching in her head, as if the world was turning over. She
blinked and cried out in shock. She was still sitting next to Sean. But she was seeing
the scene through someone else's eyes—actually seeing herself next to him. Is that
really me? she thought, as she stared at a slender girl who was far lovelier than she
had ever suspected, especially now, with the light of two moons caught in her hair.

She watched herself press the heels of her hands against her eyes. The vision
vanished. She looked up in timeto catch Zach staring at her with a very strange
expression on hisface.

Will'svoice distracted her. Y ou know, we've got some big problems coming up,” he said.



"What do you mean?" asked Arkady. His voice was cool, controlled.
Cleablinked and tried to focus on the conversation.

"Wdll, we were called to bear witness,” said Will. "I think that means were supposed to tell people what
welve just seen. But what do you think is going to happen when we try doing that?"

Zach groaned. "It'sgoing to be anightmare," he said. "After the quake, we don't have a shred of
evidence. When we start talking about mysterious cdls, strange visons, and ancient dlien cities, ‘crazy’ is
the kindest thing they'regoingto cal us"

Cleanoticed that Philippa had her arms crossed over her somach, asif shewastrying to protect herself
from something. "1 don't want to tell anyone" shesaid dully. "1t will only causetrouble.”

"Did anyone manageto bring dong one of those crystals?* asked Will hopefully.

Sean shook his head. "They were il in the projection device. And with that quake warning coming right
on top of the vison, we werejust too foggy to think of it."

"Well, we've got to talk about it anyway," said Clea. "That's why we were brought here!™

"Now there's an interesting question,” Zach said dowly. "Just who did bring us here?"

"Y ou saw the boy," said Clea. "The boy who made the recording—" Her voice tapered off.
"Exactly," said Sean. "He made the recording. But he sure wasn't around to tell usto come seeit!”

Will snorted. "Isit so hard to believe that someone with the level of technology it took to make that
recording could have left amechanism that would broadcast a continuous call, until some sentientsfinaly
arrived to be witnesses?!

"Sure, | can buy that," said Sean. "But I'm not sure | buy the ideathat such adevice could figure out
when an earthquake was coming, and warn usto get off the plateau!

Cleaswalowed. What Sean said was true. But then where had the messages come from, if not from the
boy who had |eft the recording? Who had war ned them of the quake?

Her thoughts were interrupted by awhirring noise off to the right.

"A veetol!" cried Will, pointing toward a clump of lights moving toward them through the darkened sky.
"How did it know we were here?"

"| radioed in while we were still up on the plateau,” said Sean, "before | actudly heard the cal. Y ou were
al so wrapped up in what you were experiencing you never noticed. But | figured someone better do it.”

"Ah," said Zach, "the boy wonder strikesagain.”
The remark angered Sean. But as he turned to
respond, he redlized that Zach had said it with admiration and fondness.

Now how do I know that? hewondered. A sudden chill rippled down his spine asheredized, witha
certainty he could not explain, that he should not have been able to understand Zach's statement that
clearly.



Before he could worry about the feeling, the veetol touched down, and he heard the familiar voice of
KatyaKovitch cal: "Thank goodness you're herel Come on—get in before the aftershock hits.”

They ran for the big double doors, Spike and Matilda at their heels.

"Not them!" said the pilot, pointing at the theskies.

"We have to—"gasped Clea

"Notime!" snapped Dr. Kovitch, "Get in!"

"Witness!" cried Spike, asthe door of the veetol was closing. "Witness™

Beneath them, the ground began to shake as the aftershock hit.

Cleawatched through the window as the theskies, limned in moonlight, disappeared into the underbrush.

Later, Sean realized that he could have headed off what happened next. But he was too tired— and too
exhilarated—to think clearly right then. It started innocently enough. They were dumped in the back of
the aircraft, leaning againgt each other, bound by exhaustion, the

sharing of danger, and most of al, the incredible vision that had overwhemed them on the plateau.

Looking them over, Dr. Kovitch said, "Y ou six look asif you've redly been through the wringer. I'm
sorry | et you take off on your own like that."

"Oh, don't be," said Clea. "It was the best thing that ever happened to me."

Dr. Kovitch looked startled. "There's no need for sarcasm,” she said.

"I'm not being sarcadtic,” said Clea, her voice trembling alittle. "I meanit.”

Dr. Kovitch rubbed her index finger dongside her big nose. "What do you mean?' she asked.

Sean could sense Philippa tightening in apprehension as Cleabegan to tell Dr. Kovitch what had
happened. But she had barely gotten past their fear that someone was actudly hunting theskieswhen it
became clear that the scientist's reaction was not what she had hoped for.

"Clea," sad Dr. Kovitch firmly, "Y our exhaudtion isletting your imaginaion run wild. You werein
untouched territory. No one has been out there hunting theskies."

That's it, thought Sean. If Kovitch can't swallow that, there's no way she's going to believe the bit
about the city.

Cleamust have redlized the same thing, because she suddenly looked small and frightened. Sean was
dartled to redize he could fed her frugtration asif it were his own. The others shifted uneasly, asif they
were sensing it, too.

Puzzled, Sean |ooked around the veetol and redlized he felt closeto these friendsin away he had never
before experienced, not even with his parents. It wasn't just that they had shared an incredible adventure.
It was something e se, something he couldn't define, something that was only now starting to tekeformin
the back of his heed.

They flew in silence, until the pilot announced that they were nearing Ambora.



Sean looked out at the sky. Juliette was nearly straight overhead, ahdf circle of shimmering light. The
smdler moon, Justine, was an open crescent. Stars were spattered around them.

"Zachtold metheair on Earth is so dirty you can bardy see hdf thismany stars," Sean said quietly.

"Who cares about Earth?’ said Clea. "People keep telling meit's our home. Earth isn't my home. Even
Gdahad isn't my home anymore. Homeiswhere you makeit. It's anyplace where you can be together
with the people you care about. Gauguin is my home now."

Sean ligtened to her without moving, Could this planet be home? he wondered. He had never dared to
look at the possibility before. But suddenly herealized that even if his parents only stayed for another two
years, he would be old enough to decide whether he wanted to move on or not. Home, hethought,
looking through the window of the veetal, trying theidea.on for size.

Theaircraft was so quiet he could hear the faint boom of the glowing wavesin Sanjoy Bay as

they circled over the city. Above the bay, the Tati River, sparkling in the light of the twin moons, flowed
down between the five greast domes of Ambora, which seemed to glisten softly in the moonlight. The
glowglobeswere on low, but the streets that were finished shone softly with their underlighting.

This place was more beautiful than any planet he had ever seen. But it had secrets, more secrets than any
place humans had yet sstumbled onto.

Sean shook hishead. What are you doing to us, Gauguin? he thought, turning to look back toward the
mountainsthat stretched into the distance.

But if Gauguin had an answer to hisquestion, it was keeping it to itself.

He sensed the others around him then, and turned away from the window. Home, hethought again ashe
looked at them, his gaze drifting from Zach to Arkady to Will, then on to Philippaand Clea. Home:
where you can be with the people you care about.

He sighed and |leaned back against the wall of the veetal.
Home.

It would take him awhileto get used to theidea. But suddenly, for thefirst timein years, it seemed like it
would be worth trying.



