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CHAPTER ONE

Kai heard Varian's light step echoing in the enpty passenger section of the
shuttlecraft just as he switched off the comunications unit and tripped the
tape into storage.

"Sorry, Kai, did |l miss the contact?" Varian came in out of breath, her
suit dripping wet, carrying with her the pervasive stench of Ireta's "fresh"
air, which tainted the filtered air of the shuttle's pilot cabin. She gl anced
fromthe unlit conmunications panel to his face to see if he were annoyed by
her tardiness, but a triunphant grin cut through her feigned penitence. "W
finally captured one of those herbivores!"

Kai had to grin in response to her elation. Varian would spend |ong
hours tracking a creature in Ireta's danp, stinking jungles; hours of patient,
obst acl e-strewn search which, all too often, proved unproductive.
Nevert hel ess, short of resorting to Discipline, Varian found it nauseatingly
irksone to sit still in a confortable chair through a Thek relay. Kai had
wagered with hinself that she woul d manage to avoi d the tedious interchange
wi th some reasonabl e excuse. Her news was good and her excuse valid.

"How d you manage to capture one? Those traps you've been rigging?" he
asked with genuine interest, though those sane traps had taken his best
nmechani ¢ from conpleting the seismc grid his geol ogi sts needed.

"No, not the traps," and there was a hint of chagrin in Varian's tone.
"No, the dammed fool creature was wounded and couldn't run away with the rest

of the herd." She paused to give her next statement full enphasis. "And Kai
it bleeds blood!"

Kai blinked at her announcerent. "So?"

"Red bl ood!"

"Vl | 2"

"Are you a biological idiot? Red blood nmeans henogl obin .
"What s odd about that? Plenty of other species use an iron base

"Not on the sanme planet with those aquatic squirners Trizein's been

di ssecting. They use a pale viscous fluid." Varian was fleetingly
contenmptuous of his failure to recognize the significance. "This planet's one
mass of anomalies, biological as well as geological. No ore where you should

be striking pay-dirt by the hopper-load, and ne finding creatures |arger than
anything nmentioned in text-tapes fromany planet in all the systens we've
explored in the last four hundred gal actic standard years. O course, it nmay
be all of a piece,” she added thoughtfully, as she pushed back the springy
dark curls that framed her face

She was tall, as so nmany types born on a normal -gravity planet |ike
Earth were, with a slender but rmuscularly fit body which the one-pi ece orange
ship suit displayed admrably. Despite the articles dangling from her
force-screen belt, her waist was trim and the bulges in her thigh and cal f
pouches did not detract fromthe graceful appearance of her |egs.

Kai had been el ated when Vari an had been assi gned as his co-I eader.
They' d been nore than acquai ntances on shi pboard ever since she had joined the
ARCT- 10 as a xenob-vet, on a three galactic standard year contract. Wile the
ARCT-10, like her sister ships in the Exploratory and Eval uation Corps, had a
basi c adnmini strative and operations personnel who were ship-born and
shi p-bred, the conpl enment of additional specialists, trainees and,
occasionally, high echelon travelers for the Federated Sentient Planets
changed continually, giving the ship-bred the stimulation of neeting nenbers
of other cultures, sub-groups, mnorities and persuasions.



Kai had been attracted to Varian, first because she was an extrenely
pretty girl and second, because she was the opposite of Geril. He had been
trying to end an unsatisfactory relationship with Geril, who had been so
i nsistent that he'd had to change his quarters fromthe ship-born to the
visitor?" area of Earth-normal section of the conpound ARCT-10, in order to
avoid her. Varian happened to be his new next-door nei ghbour. She was gay,
bubbling with hunmour, and intensely interested in everything about the
satellite-sized exploratory vessel. She infected himw th her enthusiasm as
she chivvied himinto taking her on a guided tour of the various speci al
quarters which accormmpdated the nore esoteric sentient races of the FSP in
their own atnosphere or gravity. She'd been planet-bound, Varian had told
him on how many diverse planets did not signify, so that she felt it was high
time she saw how the Explorers and Evaluators lived. Especially since, she
added, as a xenob-vet, she often had to correct sone of EV' s crazier judgnents
and m st akes.

Varian was a good narrator and her tales of planetary adventures, both
as a youngster trailing after xenob-vet parents and as junior in the sane
specialty, had fascinated Kai. He'd had the usual planetary tours to conbat
shi p-condi ti oned agor aphobi a, and i ndeed had spent a whole galactic year with
his mother's parents on her birthworld, but he felt his nust have been dul
worl ds in conparison to those generating Varian's wild and amusi ng
experi ences.

Anot her way in which Varian excelled Geril was in her ability to argue
pl easantly and effectively without | osing her tenper or wit. Geril had al ways
been oppressively serious and too eager to denigrate anything of which she did
not unconditionally approve. |In fact, long before Kai heard that Varian was
to be his co-leader, he had realized that she nmust have had Discipline, young
as she appeared to be. He'd gone as far as to tap for a print-out of her
public history fromthe EV' s data banks. Her list of assignments had been
i mpressive even if the public record did not give any assessnment of her val ue
on those expeditions. However, he noticed she had been prompted rapidly:
this, combined with the nunber of assignnments, indicated a young worman sl at ed
for increasing responsibility and nmore difficult assignnments. G anted her
addition to the Iretan expedition had been nmade al nbst at the |ast minute when
life-formreadings had regi stered on the prelimnary probe, but, wth her
background, Ireta ought not to pose too many problenms. Yet it was, as she'd
sai d, ranmpant with anomalies.

"l suppose,"” she was saying, "if one has a third-generation sun with
pl anets, one nust expect oddities: like Ireta with poles hotter than its
equator stinking of -- I'll remenber the nanme of that plant yet "

"Pl ant ?"

"Yes. There's a small plant, hardy enough to be grown practically
anywhere OD tenperate Earth-type worlds, which is used in cooking. In
judicious quantities, let ne add," she said with a wy grin. "Too nuch of it
tastes like this planet snells. Sorry, | digress. Wat did the Theks say?"

Kai frowned. "Only the first reports have been picked up by our
wandering Expl oratory Vessel."

Busy nmoping off the worst of her wetness, Varian turned to stare at him
towel suspended. "Fardles!" She sat slowly down in the chair next to him
"That's unnerving! Just the first?"

"That's what the Theks said . . ."

"Did you allow time enough for themto manage a reply? Scrub that
guestion.” Varian slunped agai nst the backrest as she added, "OF course, you
did," giving himfull credit for his ability to deal with the slowest noving
and speaking species in the Federated System "That's unlike EV. They're
usual |y so desperately greedy for initial reports, not just for the
al | -saf e-down. "

"My explanation is that spatial interference . .

"OfF course," and Varian's face cleared of anxiety. "That cosnmic storm
the next systemover . . . the one the astrononers were so hairy anxious to



get to . .
"That's what the Theks say."
"I'n how many words?" asked Varian, her wy hunmour reasserting itself.

The Theks were a silicate life form like rock, extremely durable and
while not inmortal, certainly the closest a species had evol ved towards that
goal. The irreverent said that it was difficult to know a Thek el der froma
rock until it spoke, but a human could perish of old age waiting for the word.

Certainly the older a Thek grew and the nore know edge he acquired, the | onger
it took to elicit an answer fromhim Fortunately for Kai, there were two
young Theks on the team sent to the seventh planet of this system One of
them Tor, Kai had known all his life. |In fact, though Tor was considered
young in relation to the lifespan of his species he had been on the ARCT-10
since the exploratory vessel had been commi ssioned one hundred and fifty
gal actic standard years before. Tor constantly confused Kai with his
great - great - gr andf at her who had been an engi neering officer on the ARCT-10 and
whom Kai was said to resenble. It gave Kai a feeling of curious satisfaction
to be on the same mission, and a planetary co-leader, with Tor. His
conversation with Tor, while | engthened by space distance and Thek speech
habits, was conparatively brisk

"Tor had one word actually, Varian. Storm" Kai added his |aughter to
Varian's.

"Have they ever been w ong?"

"What? Theks in error? Not in recorded history."

"Theirs? O ours?"

"Theirs, of course. Qurs is too short. Now, about that red bl ood?"

"Well, it's not just the red blood, Kai. There are far too many
unl i kely coinci dences. Those herbi vores we've been shadowi ng are not only
vertebrates and bl eed red bl ood, but now that |'ve got close enough to have a

good | ook, the things are pentadactyl, too." She opened and cl osed her
fingers at himin a claw ng notion.
"Theks are pentadactyl. . . after a fashion." Kai was well pleased

they had no visual contact during the interchanges as the Theks had the
unnervi ng habit of extrudi ng pseudopods from their anorphous nmass whi ch tended
to distract the viewer sonetinmes to the point of nausea.

"But not vertebrate or red-blooded. And not co-existent with another
totally different life-form like Trizein's marine squares." Varian funbled
at the opening of her belt pouch and withdrew a flat object, well wapped in
plastic. "It'll be interesting," she spread the syllables out, "to see the
anal ysis of this blood sanple.” Wth a graceful push she rose fromthe swi vel
chair and strode out of the pilot cabin, Kai follow ng her

Their boot heels echoed in the enptiness of the denuded passenger
section. Its furnishings now equi pped the plastic domes grouped bel ow t he
shuttle in the force-screened encanpnent. But Trizein's work was better
acconplished in the air-conditioned, ex-storage conpartnent which had been
converted into his laboratory. A ternminal to the ship's computer had been
rigged up in the lab so that Trizein rarely stirred from his domain.

"So you've finally got an occupant for your corral,"” Kai said.

"So | was right to plan ahead. At |east we've a place big enough to
stash himit/her."

"Don't you know whi ch sex?"

"When you see our beast, you'll know why we haven't taken a cl ose enough
| ook to know." She shuddered suddenly. "I don't know what got to it, but
whol e chunks have been torn fromits off flank . . . alnost as if

" She swal | owed hastily.

"As if what?"

"As if sonething had been feeding on it -- alive."

"What?" Kai felt his gorge rise.

"Those predators | ook savage enough to have done it . . . but while
the creature was still living?"

The appal I i ng concept silenced them both for several strides. A



civilized diet no | onger included aninmal flesh

"I wonder if Tanegli's having any luck with those fruiting trees," she
said, quickly redirecting the conversation

"D you know if he did take the youngsters with hin? | was setting up
t he interchange.”

"Yes," said Varian, "Divisti went too, so the kids are in good hands."

"Just as well," said Kai a little grimy, "sonmeone can nanage them |
woul dn't relish explaining to the EV's Third O ficer if anything happened to
her pride and joy."

Qut of the corner of his eye, Kai saw Varian bite her lip, her eyes
sparkling with suppressed anmusenment. It was an enbarrassingly well-known fact
t hat young Bonnard had a case of hero worship for the teanis mal e co-I| eader

"Bannard's a good kid, Kai, and neans well "

"I know. | know. "

"I wonder if food tastes on this planet the way nost things snell," said
Vari an, again changing the subject. "If fruit tastes of hydro-telluride

"Are we food-Iow?"

"No," said Varian, who was charged by the expedition's charter to
procure any additional food supplies needed. "But Divisti is a cautious soul
The | ess we use of the basic subsistence supplies, the better. And fresh
fruit . . . you ship-bred types may not mss it "

"Landborn primtes have no dietary discipline."

They were both grinning, Varian cocking her head to one side, her grey
eyes sparkling. The first day they'd met, at a table in the humanoid dining
area of the huge EEC ship, they' d teased each other about dietary
i di osyncr asi es.

Born and brought up on the ship, Kai was used to synthesized foods, to
the limted textures provided. Even when he'd been grounded for brief
peri ods, he had never quite adjusted to the infinite variety and consi stency
of natural foods. Varian had-boasted that she could eat anything vegetable or
m neral and had found the ship's diet, even when augnented fromthe life
support dome with freshly grown produce, rather nonotonous.

"I'd call it educated tastes, man. And if the fruit tastes at al
decent, you may be perverted to an appreciation of real food."

Just as they reached the storage conpartnment, the panel shushed open and
an excited man canme chargi ng towards them

"Marvel lous!" He halted mid-stride and, |osing his bal ance, staggered
agai nst the panel wall. "Just the people | need to see. Varian, the cel
formati on on those marine specinens is a real innovation. There are
filaments, four different kinds . . . just take a |ook . " Trizein

was pulling her back into his | aboratory and gesturing urgently for Kai to
fol | ow.
"I"ve something for you, too, ny friend," and Varian extended the slide.
"W caught one of those heavy-duty herbivores, wounded, bl eeding red bl ood
"But don't you understand, Varian," continued Trizein, apparently deaf
to her announcement, "this is a conpletely different life form Never in al
nmy expeditionary experience have | cone across such a cellular formation .

"Nor have | come across such an anomaly as this, contrasting to your new
life form" Varian closed his fingers about the slide. "Do be a |love and run
a spectro-anal ysis on this?"

"Red bl ood, you said?" Trizein blinked, changing nental gears to dea
with Varian's request. He held the slide up to the light, frowned at it.

"Red blood? Isn't conpatible with what |'ve just told you."

At that noment, the alarmwailed its unnerving keen through the shuttle
and the outside encanprment and tingled jarringly at the wist units that Kai
and Varian wore as team | eaders.

"Foraging party in trouble, Kai, Varian." Paskutti's voice, his thick



slurred speech unhurried, cane over the intercom "Aerial attack."

Kai depressed the two-way button on his wist unit.

"Assenbl e your group, Paskutti Varian and | are coming."

"Aerial attack?" asked Varian, as both noved quickly to the iris |ock of
the shuttlecraft. "From what?"

"I's the party still airborne, Paskutti?" asked Kai
"No, sir. | have co-ordinates. Shall | call in your teans?"
"No, they'd be too far out to be useful." To Varian he said, "Wat can

t hey have got into?"

"On this crazy planet? Who knows?" Varian seenmed to thrive on the
various alarms lreta produced, for which Kai was glad. On his second
expedi tion, the co-leader had been such a confirmed pessim st that the norale
of the entire party had deteriorated, causing needl ess di sastrous incidents.

As usual, the first blast of Ireta' s odourous atnmosphere took Kai's
breath away. He'd forgotten to slip back in the deodorizing plugs he'd
renoved while in the shuttle. The plugs hel ped but not when one was forced to
breathe orally, as he was while running to join Paskutti's rapidly forning
squad.

Though the heavy-worl ders under Paskutti's direction had had farther to
cone, they were the first to arrive at the assenbly point as Kai and Varian
belted down the slope fromthe shuttle to the force-screen veil [ock
Paskutti shoved belts, masks and stunners at the two | eaders, unaware in this
nmonent of urgency that the casual thrust of his heavy hand rocked the lighter
framed peopl e back on their heels.

Gaber, the cartographer who was energency duty officer, cane puffing
down fromhis dome. As usual he'd forgotten to wear his force-screen belt
t hough there was a standing order for those belts to be worn at all tines.
Kai'd tag Gaber for that when they got back.

"What's the emergency? |1'Il never get those maps drawn with all these
i nterruptions.”

"Forage party's in trouble. don't wander off!" said Kai

"Ch never, Kai, never will | do anything so sinplewitted, | assure you.
I shan't move fromthe controls one centinetre, though how I'mever to finish
my work . . . Three days behind now and . "

" Gaber!"

"Yes, Kai. Yes, | understand. | really do." The man seated hinself at

the veil controls glancing so anxiously from Paskutti to Varian that Kai had
to nod at himreassuringly. Paskutti's heavy face was expressionl ess as were
his dark eyes but sonehow the heavy-worlder's very silence could indicate
di sapproval or disgust nore acutely than any word he mi ght have grow ed out.

Paskutti, a man in his mddle years, had been in ship's security for
nost of his five-year tour with EEC. He had volunteered for this assignnent
when the call had gone through the nother ship for secondaries to assist a
xenob team Heavy-worl ders often took sem -skilled tours on other worlds or
on the EEC ships as the pay was extremely good; two or three tours would nmean
that a sem -skilled individual could earn enough credit to live the rest of
his or her life in relative confort on one of the devel opi ng worl ds.
Heavy-worl ders were preferred as secondaries, whatever their basic specialty
m ght be, because of their muscular strength. It was said of themthat they
were the muscles of humanoid FSP, generally a coment nade respectfully since
t he heavy-worl ders were not just "muscle nen" but nunbered as many high
ranki ng specialists as any other humanoi d sub-group

There was, however, no question that their sheer physical presence, the
powerful |egs, the conpact torso, nassive shoul ders, weat her-darkened skin,
provi ded a visual deterrent which pronpted many sentient groups to hire them
as security forces, whether nerely for display or as actual aggressive units.
Contributing to the false notion that heavy-worlders were ill-equipped with
mental abilities was the unfortunate genetic problemthat, while their mnuscle
and bone structures had altered to bear the heavy gravities, their heads had
not. At first glance they did | ook stupid. Away fromthe harsh gravity and



climatic conditions which bred them heavy-worlders also had to spend a good
deal of their time in heavy-grav gyns to maintain their muscul ar strength and
to enable themto make a satisfactory adjustnent when they returned to their
hone worl ds. Perversely enough, the heavy-worlders were intensely attached to
their natal worlds and nost of them having nade their credit bal ance high
enough to retire in confort, happily returned to the cruel conditions which
had devel oped their sub-grouping.

Paskutti and Tardma had j oi ned the expedition out of sheer boredomwith
their shipboard security duties. Berru and Bakkun as geol ogi sts had been
Kai's own choices since it was al ways good to have a few heavy-worlders on any
team for the advance of their physical attributes. Both he and Varian had
been pl eased when Tanegli, as botanist, and Divisti, as biologist, had
answered the request for such specialists.

When they had nmade planetfall and Varian had seen the unexpectedly big
type of animal |ife which populated Ireta she had bl essed the happenstance
that there were heavy-worlders on her team \Watever energency they were
goi ng to neet now was approached with rmuch nore confidence in such conpany.

Paskutti nodded at Gaber as the cartographer's hands tw tched above the
veil controls. Slowy the veil lifted while Varian, by Kai's side, shuffled
with inpatience. One couldn't fuss Gaber by rem nding himthat this was an
enmergency and speed was essenti al

Paskutti ducked under the lifting veil, charging out, the squad at his
heel s, before Gaber had conpleted the opening. It was, as usual, raining a
thin m st which had been deflected, except for the heavier drops, by the main
screen along with the insects small enough to be fried by contact.

They coul d hear Gaber nuttering anxiously under his breath about people
never waiting for anything as Paskutti gave the closed fist upward gesture
that meant sky-trailing. The rescuers activated their lift-belts and assuned
the formati on assigned them by Paskutti's original briefing on enmergency
procedures. Kai and Varian were in the protected positions of the flying V
formation.

Al oft, Kai tuned his conbutton to home-in on Tanegli's signal. Paskutti
gestured westward, towards the swanpy | ow ands and i ndi cated speed increase as
hi s other hand adjusted his nmask.

They flew at tree top level, Kai renmenbering to keep his eyes
hori zontal, on Paskutti's back. Qddly enough his tinge of agoraphobia
bothered himless in the air, so long as he didn't ook directly down at the
fast-nmoving ground. He was cushioned by the air-stream of his passage, an
al nost tactile support at this speed. The nonotonous floor of conifers and
gymmosperns which dotted this part of the continent waved briefly at their
passage. Hi gh, high above, Kai caught a glinpse of circling w nged nonsters.
Varian hadn't had a chance yet to identify or telltale any of the aerial life
forms: the creatures warily made thensel ves scarce when the explorers were
abroad in lift belts or sleds.

They increased altitude to manoeuvre the first of the basaltic clines
and then glided down the other side, skimming the endless prineval forest, its
foliage in ever-varied patterns of blue-green, green and green-purple. They
met the first of the thermal down-draughts and had to correct, buffeted by the
air currents. Paskutti signalled descent as the best solution. For himit
was, with his bulk of heavy-grav-trained nuscles, flesh and bone but Kai and
Varian had to keep conpensating with their lift-belts' auxiliary thrust jets.

As the buzz of the homer intensified Kai began to berate hinself. He
ought not to have all owed any exploratory groups beyond a reasonable lift-belt
radi us of the conmpound. On the other hand, Tanegli was perfectly capable of
conbating nost of the life forms so far seen here and the exuberant nature of
the youngsters in his charge. So what aerial trouble could they have fallen
into? And so quickly. Tanegli had left in the sled just prior to Kai's
schedul ed contact with the Theks. They could barely have made their
destinati on before com ng afoul of whatever it was. Tanegli would surely have
mentioned any casualty. Then Kai wondered if the sled had been damaged.



They'd only the one big unit, and the four two-man sleds for his seismc
teans. The smaller sleds could, at a pinch, take four passengers, but no
equi pnent .

The [ and dropped away again and they corrected their flight line. Far
in the purple distance the first range of vol canoes coul d be seen on the edge
of the inland sea; a | ake that was doomed to be destroyed by the restless
tectonic action of this very active world. That was the first area he'd had
tested for its seismicity because he'd worried that perhaps their granite
shel f m ght be too close to tectonic activity and turn nmobile. But the first
print-out of the cores had been reassuring. The |ake would subside, probably
giving way to small hills pushed up from beneath, clad with sedi mrent and
eventual ly fol ded under, for this was the near edge of the stable continental
shel f on which the encanpnent had been pl aced.

The steany, noxiously scented heat of the swanplands began to rise to
meet them cloying humidity intensified the basic hydro-telluride stench
The honer's buzz grew | ouder and became continuous.

Kai was not the only nmenber of the party scanning ahead. Far-sighted
Paskutti saw the sled first, in a grove of angi osperns, parked on a sizable
hummock that jutted into the swanp, away fromthe firner mass of the jungle.
The great purpl e-barked, nmany-rooted branches of the i mense trees,
wel | -scarred by herbivorous assaults, were untenanted by avian life, and Kai
was beginning to feel the anger of relief overcome concern

Paskutti's arm gesture caught his attention and he followed the line of
t he heavy-worlder's sweep towards the swanp. Several tan objects were slowy
bei ng dragged under the water by the pointed snouts of the swanp-dwellers. A
m nor battle began as two | ong-necked deni zens contended for the possession of
one corpse. The victor clained the spoils by the sinple expedient of sitting
on the body and sinking with it into the nuddy waters.

Tardma, the heavy-worlder directly in front of Kai, pointed in the other
direction, toward the firmer |and, where a w nged creature obviously
recovering froma stun blast, was swayi ng upright.

Paskutti fired a warning triplet and then notioned the group to land on
the inland side of the grove. They cane to a running stop, the heavy-worlders
automatical ly depl oying towards the swanp since the |ikelihood of attack was
fromthat quarter. Kai, Varian and Paskutti jogged towards the sled from
behi nd whi ch the foragers now emerged.

Tanegli stood waiting, his squat solid bulk a bastion around which the
smal | er menbers of the party ranged: the three youngsters, Kai was relieved
to see, appeared to be all right, as did the zeno-botanist Divisti. Now Kai
noticed the small pile of assorted brilliant yell ow objects in the storage
cage of the sled: nore of simlar shape and col our were strewn about the
cl ear ground of the snmall grove.

"We called prematurely," said Tanegli by way of greeting." The swanp
creatures proved curious allies.” He replaced his stunner in his belt and
dusted his thick hands as if disnissing the incident.

"What was attacking you?" Varian asked, staring about her

"These?" asked Paskutti as he dragged a linp, furred and wi nged creature
frombehind the trunk of a thick tree

"Watch out!" said Tanegli, reaching to his belt before he saw the
stunner in Paskutti's. "I set the gun on a light charge."

It's one of those gliders. See, no socket for the wing to fold," Varian
said, ignoring the protests of the heavy-worlders as she noved the linp w ngs
out and back.

Kai eyed the pointed beak of the creature wth apprehension, suppressing
an irrational desire to step back

"Carrion eater by the size and shape of that jaw, " remarked Paskutti,
peering with considerable interest.

"Well and truly stunned,” Varian said with a final twitch of arrangenent
to the wings. "Wat was dead enough to attract it here?"

"That!" Tanegli pointed to the edge of the clearing, to a nottled brown



bundle, its belly swelling up out of the course vegetation

"And | rescued this!" said Bonnard, stepping clear of his friends so
that Kai and Varian saw the small replica of the dead animal in his arns.

"But it didn't bring the gliders. The were already here. 1It's very young.
And its nother is dead now. "

"We found it over there, hiding in the roots of the tree?" said Ceiti,
| oyal ly supporting her friend, Bonnard, against adult disapproval.

"The sl ed nust have alarmed the gliders,"” said Tanegli, taking up the
story, "driven themaway fromher. Once we had | anded and started collecting
the fruit, they returned.” He shrugged his w de shoul ders.

Varian was exam ning the shivering little creature, peering into its
mout h, checking its feet. She gave a little laugh.” Anonaly tinme again.

Peri ssodactyl feet and herbivorous teeth. There's a good fellow. Nice to
have sonet hing your own size, isn't it, Bonnard?"

"Is it all right? It just shivers,"” Bannard's face was solem with
worry.

"I'"d shiver too if | got picked up by huge things that didn't smell
right."

"Then perisso . . . whatever it is, isn't dangerous?"

Vari an | aughed and ruffl ed Bannard's short cropped hair." No, just a
way of classifying it. Perissodactyl neans uneven nunbered toes. | want a
ook at its nother." Careful of the nearby sword plants with their
deceptively decorative purple | eaves, she nade her way towards the dead
creature. A long low whistle broke fromher lips. "l suppose it's possible,"
she said in a synpathetic tone of voice. "WlIl, her leg's broken. That's
what made her fair game to the scavengers.™

A loud noise attracted everyone's attention; an om nous sucki ng sound.
fromthe swanp a huge head and neck broke the sliny surface and wavered in
their direction.

"We coul d be considered fair gane too, by such as that?" said Kai
"Let's get out of here."

Paskutti frowned at the great and evil |ooking head, fingering his
stunner onto the strongest setting. "That creature would require every charge
we have to stop it."

"We came for fruit . . ." Divisti said, pointing to the litter in the
clearing. "They |look viable, and fresh food would do us all good," she added
with as wistful a tone as Kai had ever heard froma heavy-worl der.

"I'd say we had a safety factor of about ten m nutes before that swanp
creature's brain can make the |ogical assunption that we're edible," said
Tanegl i, as unconcerned as ever by physical threat. He began to gather up the
scattered thick-skinned fruits and toss theminto the storage cage of the
si x-man sl ed.

In point of fact, those sleds had been known to lift twenty, a
capability never nentioned in the designers" specifications. The exploratory
sl ed was an all-purpose vehicle, its ultinmate potential not yet realized.

H gh-sided and slightly nore than eight netres long with a closed deck forward
for storage, its conpact engi ne and power pack under the rear |oading space,
the vessel could be fitted with confortable seating for six as well as the
pilot and co-pilot, with the storage cage, as it was now. Wen the seating
was renoved or |lashed to the deck, a sled could carry enornous wei ght, on
board or attached to the powerful w nches fore, aft and m dships on either
side. The plascreen could be retracted into the sides or raised in sections.
The sled had both retro and forward jets with a vertical lift ability which
could be used in defense or emergency flight. The two-nman sleds were snaller
replicas of the big one and had the advantage of being easily dismantled and

stored: in flight, usually in the |larger vehicle.
Augnent ed by the rescue squad, the foragers accumul ated enough fruit to
fill the sled's storage cage in the tine it took nore carrion eaters to begin

spiraling above the grove. The swanp head seened nmesnerized by the com ngs
and goi ngs of the group, swinging slowy back and forth



"Kai, we don't have to | eave himhere, do we?" asked Bonnard, with an
apprehensive Ceiti by his side. He had the orphan in his arns.
"Varian? Any use to you?"

"Certainly. 1'd no intention of leaving it. It's a relief not to have
to chase sonething over the continent to get a close |look." She frowned at
t he suggesti on of abandonnent. "Into the sled with you, Bonnard. Keep a hold
onit. deiti, you sit on his right, I'Il sit left. There we are. Belt up."
The others stood back as Tanegli took off in the sled, gliding
i ndol ently over the ooze and the undeci ded beast that still regarded the grove
wi t h unblinking interest.
"Set for maxi mum stun," Paskutti told them glancing overhead. "Those

carrion are comng in again."

Even as the rescuers lifted fromthe ground, Kai saw the carrion fliers
circling downwards, their heads always on the dead creature in the grass
bel ow. Kai shuddered. The dangers of space, instant and absolute, were
i npersonal and the result of breaking i mutable [aws. The deadly intent of
these things held a repul sively personal nal evol ence that disturbed him
pr of oundl y.

CHAPTER TWO

Rai n and head wi nds buffeted the airborne V so steadily on their way back that
the heavily powered sled had | ong since | anded when Kai and the heavy-worl ders
finally set foot in the compound. Varian and the three children were busy
constructing a small run for the orphan
"Lunzie's trying to deduce a diet,"'
"Just what is its anomal ous state?"

Varian told Kai.

"Agai nst every odd in the gal axy, we have succoured a young mammal . At
least its nother had teats. It's not very old, born rather mature, you see
able to walk and run alnost at birth "

"Did you . . "

"Debug it? Externally yes. Had to or we'd all be hosting parasites.
I've interrupted nore of Trizein's carefully scheduled work to run a tissue
sanmple on it so we can figure out what proteins it rmust have in its diet.

It's got sone growing to do to reach nomma's size. Not that she was very
large."

Kai | ooked down at the tiny creature's red-brown furred body: a very
unpr epossessi ng creation, he thought, with no redeening feature apart from
wi stful eyes to endear it to anyone other than its own nother. But,
renmenberi ng the wavi ng swanp-dwell er's head, and the hungry malice in the
circling scavengers' relentless approach, he was glad they'd brought the thing
in. And it mght occupy Bonnard and keep the boy fromfollow ng him
ever ywher e.

Kai stripped off his belt and face nmask, rubbing at the strap marks. He
was tired after the return trip. The heavy-worlders had i mense resources of
stam na but Kai's ship-trained nuscles ached fromthe exertions of the
nor ni ng.

"Say, don't we have to contact the Ryxi, too?" Varian asked, gl ancing
at her wrist recorder and tapping the reddened 1300 that meant a special tine.

Kai grinned his thanks for the renmi nder and nmade for the shuttlecraft
with a fair display of energy. There was still a |lot of busy day ahead of
him He'd get a pepper to pick his energy level up, and he'd get a bit of a
breat her while he nade contact with the avians. Then he had to go see that
conpl ex of col oured | akes Berru had docunmented yesterday in her sweep south.
He found it dammed odd there were no nore than traces of the normal netals
you'd think would be in abundance everywhere on this untouched pl anet.

Col oured waters indicated nmineral deposits. He only hoped the concentrations
wer e heavy enough to make them worthwhile. There ought to be something in old
fold mountains, if only some tin or zinc and copper. They'd found



ore-mnerals but no deposits worth the nane.

Kai's orders from Expl oratory and Eval uati on Corps were to | ocate and
assay the nmineral and metallurgical potential of this planet. And lreta, a
satellite of a suspected third generation sun, ought to be rich in the heavier
el ements, rich in the neptunium plutoniumand the nore esoteric of the rare
transuranics and actinites above uraniumon the periodic table, so urgently
and constantly required by the Federation of Sentient Popul ati ons the search
for which was one of the primary tasks of the EEC

The di pl omatic m ght say that EEC was expl oring the gal axy, seeking to
bring within its sphere of influence all rational sentient beings, augnmenting
t he ei ghteen peace-|oving species already incorporated in the FSP. But the
search for energy was the fundamental drive. The diversity of its menber
speci es gave the Federation the ability to explore nore types of planets, but
col oni zation was incidental to exploitation

The three useful planets of the sun Arrutan had | ong been marked on star
charts as prom sing but only recently had the Executive Council decided to
mount the present three-part expedition. Kai had heard the whisper that it
was because the Theks wi shed to be included. This whisper was partially
substantiated during his private conference with the EEC Chief Oficer on
board the exploratory vessel ARCT-10. The CO had privily informed Kai that
t he Thek had superior control of the three teans, and he was to consi der
hi nsel f under their orders if they chose to supersede him Vrl, the Ryxi team
| eader, had been given the sane orders, but everyone knew the Ryxi. And it
was common know edge that having a Thek on a team spelled ultinmte success:
Theks were dependabl e, Theks were thorough, the ultimate altruists. The
cynics replied that altruismwas easy when a creature calculated its life span
i n thousands of years. The Theks had el ected to be placed on the seventh
world of the primary, a heavy netals, heavy gravity planet, exactly suited to
Theks.

The light-cored planet, fifth fromthe sun Arrutan, with a low gravity
and tenperate climte, was being evaluated by the Ryxi, an aerial species, who
were in critical need of new planets to relieve their popul ation pressure and
give industry and opportunity to the restless young.

Kai's assignment, the fourth planet in the system exhibited curious
anomalies. Oiginally designated a second generation sun, with elenments up to
the transuranic, Arrutan patently did not conformto that classification. A
probe sent out for a prelimnary survey registered that the fourth planet was
undeni ably ovoid in shape; the poles were hotter than the equator: the seas
regi stered warmer than the | and nmass which covered the northern pole. There
was an al most constant rainfall, and an inshore wind of variable velocities up
to full gale force. An axial tilt of sonme fifteen degrees had been
postul ated. The readings indicated life fornms in water and on land. A
xenobi ol ogi cal team was added to the geol ogi cal

Kai had requested a renbte sensor to |locate the ore concentrations but
at that point the stormin the next system had been sighted and he found his
request very low on the priority list. He was told that the original probe
tapes would give himanple information to | ocate netal and mineral, and to get
the job done in situ. Right now ARCT-10 had an unparall el ed opportunity to
observe free matter in action

Kai took the official brush-off in good part. Wat he did object to was
havi ng the youngsters dunped on his hands at the last mnute. To his
conplaint that this was a working expedition, not a training exercise, he was
told that the ship-born rmust have sufficient planetary experiences early in
their lives to overcone the danger of conditional agoraphobia. The hazard was
not lightly to be dism ssed by the ship-born: useless to explain to the
pl anet-bred. But Kai railed against the expedi ency that made his teamthe one
to expand the horizons of three menmbers who were only half into their second
decades. This planet was exceedingly active, volcanically and tectonically,
and dangerous for ship-bred juveniles. The two girls, Ceidi and Terilla,
wer e bi ddable and no trouble until Bonnard, the son of the Third Oficer of



the EV, instigated all manner of hazard-strewn ganes.

The very first day, while Kai and his team were droppi ng cores around
the landing site to be sure they had | anded on the nore stable continental
shi el d, Bonnard had gone "exploring" and | acerated a protective suit because
he hadn't renenbered to activate the force-field. He had stunbled into the
sword plant, as pretty as the harnl ess decorative plants in the EV' s
conservatory but able to slice flesh and suit to ribbons with the nost
negligible of contacts. There had been other incidents during the nine days
the party had been | anded. Wile the other team nenbers seened to make |ight
of the boy's escapades and were anmused by his adoration of Kai, the
team | eader sincerely hoped the little orphaned beast would divert Bonnard.

Kai took a long sip of the pepper, its tart freshness soothing his
nerves as well as his palate. He glanced down at his recorder, swtched on
the conunit, arranged the recordi ng equi pnent to the speed necessary to sl ow
the Ryxi speech pattern into understandable tones for later review He could
generally keep up with their rippingly fast voices but a tape helped to
resol ve any questi ons.

Kai had been designated the |liaison officer between the two groups. He
had the patience and tact required for dealing with the sl ow Thek, and the ear
and wit to keep up with the quick aerial Ryxi who could never have
conmuni cated with the Thek, and with whomthe Thek preferred not to bother

Right on tine the Ryxi leader, Vrl, made the contact, trilling out the
courtesies. Kai relayed the information that only the the first reports from
each of the teans had been picked up by the EV, and gave his assunption that
the spatial stormviewed before the exploratory groups had |l eft the ship nust
be causing sufficient interference to prevent a pick-up of other reports.

Vrl, politely slowing his speech to a rate which nmust have been
frustrating to him said that he wasn't worried; that was for the Slows to
fret about. Wrl's first report was the inportant one for his people: it
confirmed the initial probe analysis that this planet contai ned no indi genous
intelligent life formand could adequately support his race. Vrl was
forwardi ng by interplanetary drone a full report for Kai's interest. Vrl
ended by saying that all were in good health and full feather. Then he asked
what winged |ife had been observed on Ireta.

Kai told him speaking as fast as he could get the words past his teeth,
that they had observed several aerial life forns froma distance and woul d
i nvestigate further when possible. He refrained fromnani ng one formas the
scavengers they were but pronmised, at Vrl's liquidly trilled request, to
forward a full tape when conpleted. The Ryxi as a species had one gross sin:
they hated to think that another aerial life formm ght one day chal |l enge
their unique position in FSP. This prejudice was one reason why Ryxi were not
often included in EV conplenments. The other valid reason was that Ryxi
fretted in encl osed spaces to the point of suicide. Very few bothered to
qualify for Exploratory Services since they were so psychologically ill-suited
to the life. Necessity had forced theminto this mssion and nost of the
menbers had spent the journey tine in cryonic suspension. Vrl had been
awakened two ship weeks before touchdown to be apprised of the necessary
routi ne of report and contact with the other two sections. Wiile Vrl, like
all his ilk, was an interesting creature, vital, flanboyant with his plumge
and personality, Kai and Varian were relieved to have the Theks al ong as
bal ance.

"Did Vrl remenber to be there?" asked Varian, entering the contro
cabi n.

"Yes, and all's well with him though he's mghty curious about w nged
life here."

"They al ways are, those jealous feathers!" Varian made a face. "I
renenber a deputation from Ryxi at University on Chelida. They wanted to
vivisect those winged tree Rylidae fromEridani 5."

Kai suppressed a synpathetic shudder. He wasn't surprised. The Ryxi
were known to be bl oody-m nded. Look at their courtship dance -- nales arned



with leg spurs and the victor usually killing his opponent. You coul dn't
quite excuse that on the grounds of survival of the fittest. You didn't have
to kill to inprove the genotype

"I's there anot her pepper going? |'ve been trying to keep up with ny
teammates.” She slid into the chair.

Kai snorted at that folly and handed her a container of stinulant,
chuckl i ng.

"I know we don't have to keep up with the heavy-worlders Varian said
with a groan, "and | know that they know that we can't, but | can't help

trying."

"It's frustrating. | know"
"So dol. Onh, Trizein says the little creature is indeed mammal and
will need a |lactoprotein, heavy in calcium glucose, salt and a good dollop of

phosphat es. "
"Can Divisti and Lunzie whonp sonething up?"

"Have done. Bonnard is feeding. . . or | should say, attenpting to
feed Dandy."

"I't's nanmed al ready?"

"Whay not? It certainly isn't programed to answer a neal call -- yet."

"Intelligent?"

"OfF arestricted sort. It's already programmed to a certain nunber of

i nstinctive responses, being born fairly mature."

"I's that herbivore of yours mammalian?"

"Nooooo !

"What's the yes in that no for?"

"Granted that viviparous and ovi parous types often co-exist on a pl anet
. and that you'd get sone very odd gene specilization to cope with
envi ronnent here, but | cannot rationalize that aquatic life cell formation
with Dandy or with that big herbivore.

"And speaking of that beast, Trizein says its cell structure is
remarkably familiar; he's going to do an in-depth conparison. 1In the
meantime, |'ve his okay to use a CHCL3 gas on it so we can dress those wounds
before they turn septic. Can we rig a force-screen arc over that corral we
erected so the wound can be kept free of bl ood-sucking organisms while it

heal s?" When Kai nodded, she continued. "And would you al so ask your core
teans to keep an eye out for any scavengers circling? Watever wounded the
her bi vore probably attacks other animals. One, 1'd like to know what kind of

predator is that savage to its prey; and two, There's always a chance that we
can find anenabl e speci nens by saving their lives. They're so nuch easier to
capture when they're too weak to struggle or run."

"Aren't we all, 1'll give the word to ny teans. Only don't make this
conpound a veterinary hospital, will you, Varian, W don't have the space.”
"I know, | know. Those that are |arge enough to fend for thensel ves go

into the corral anyhow. "

They rose, both revived by the peppers. But their brief respite in the
conditioned air of the shuttle nade that first step outside a gasper

"Man is an adaptable creature,"” Kai told hinmself under his breath,
"flexible, comprehending his universe, a high survival type. But did we have
to get a planet that reeks?"

"Can't win "emall, Kai," said Varian with a laugh. "And I find this
pl ace fascinating.”" She left himstanding in the open | ock

The rain had stopped, Kai noticed, at |least for the noment. The sun
peered through the cloud cover, getting ready to steam bake them for a while.
Wth the cessation of rain, Ireta's insect battalions once nore flung
t hensel ves against the force-screen that arched above the conpound. Bl ue
sparks erupted as the smaller creatures were incinerated, glow ng blue where
| arger organi sms were stunned by the charge.

He gazed out over the conpound, experiencing a certain sense of
acconpl i shnment. Behind him and above the conpound itself, was the tough
ceram c-hulled shuttlecraft, twenty-one nmetres long, with its nose cone



bl ackened by the friction heat of entering Ireta's atnosphere. |Its stubby
glide wings were retracted now, leaving it slightly ovoid in shape, the
central portion being larger than either end. Fromits top bl ossoned the
conmuni cations spire and the hom ng device that would guide in its
children-sleds. Unlike early nodels of the conmpound-ship to planet shuttle,
nost of the vessel was cargo and passenger space since the incredibly
efficient, Thek-designed power packs which utilized an established isotope
were conpact and no |onger took up the bulk of the shuttle's interior. An
addi ti onal benefit of the Thek power pack was that |ighter weight ships, which
had the specially devel oped ceranmic hulls, could deliver the sane payl oad as
the structurally reinforced titaniumhulled vessels, needed for the antiquated
fission and fusion drives.

The shuttle rested on a shelf of granite which, spreading out and down,
formed a shal |l ow anphitheatre, roughly four hundred netres in dianeter
Varian had pointed out that the shuttle's first touch-down had been smack in
the mddl e of some aninmal route, to judge by the well tranpled dirt. Kai had
not needed any urging to change site. Open vistas mght give you a chance to
assess visitors but it was a bit much for his ship-trained eyes.

Force-screen posts surrounded the present encanprent in which tenporary
living, sleeping and working domes had been erected. Water, tapped from an
under ground source, had to be softened and filtered. Even so, those like
Varian, who were |less used to recycled water which always tasted faintly of
chemi cal s, grunbled about its mneral flavour

Divisti and Trizein had tested several fornms of Iretan vegetation and
succul ents, finding themsafe for human consunption. Divisti and Lunzie had
col | aborated and produced a pulp fromthe greenery that mght be nutritionally
correct but had such a nauseating taste and curious consistency that only the
heavy-worl ders would eat it. They were known to eat anything. Even, it was
runmour ed, ani nmal flesh.

Nonet hel ess, for the short time they'd been on Ireta, Kai was pl eased
with their acconplishnents. The canp was securely situated in a protected
position, on a stable shield | and nmass conposed of basenment rock that tested
out 3000 MY. There was an anple water supply and an indi genous resource of
synt hesi zabl e food to hand.

A faint uneasi ness nagged at himsuddenly. He w shed that the EV had
stripped nore reports fromthe satellite beanmer. It was probably nothing nore
than interference fromthat spatial storm The EV, having established that
all three expeditions were functioning, mght have no reason to strip the
beamer for a while. It would be back this way in a hundred days or so. This
was a routine expedition. So was the EV's interest in the storm Unless, of
course, the EV had run into the O hers.

Peppers nmade you hyper-imagi nati ve as well as energetic, Kai told
hinself firmy as he started down the incline to the floor of the conpound.
The "OQthers" were a nyth, made up to frighten bad children, or childlike
adults. \While occasionally EEC units found dead planets and passed likely
systens interdicted on the charts for no ostensible reason though their
pl anets woul d certainly have been suitable to one or another nenber of the
Federation . .

Kai becane angry with hinmself and, forcing down such reflections,
tranped through the alien dust to Gaber's done.

The cartographer had returned to his patient translating of taped
recordings to the master chart, over which the probe photos were superinposed.
As Kai's teams brought nore detail ed readi ngs, Gaber updated the appropriate
grid and renoved the photo. At the noment, the tri-d gl obe | ooked scabrous.
In the other half of dome was the seisnic screen which Portegin was setting
up. dancing quickly past it, Kai thought Portegein was |oosing his knack
the screen was on and registering far too many core points, sone barely
vi si bl e.

"I'"'mdays behind nyself. | told you that, Kai," said Gaber, his
aggri eved tone sonewhat counterbal anced by a rueful smile. He straightened,



twisting his neck to relieve taut muscles. "And I'mglad you've conme because
| cannot work with Portegin's screen. He says it's finished but you can see
it's not functioning correctly."

Gaber swung his ginballed chair about and pointed his inking pen at the
core nonitor screen

Kai gave a cl oser | ook and then began to fiddle with the nanual
adj ust ment s.

"You see what | mean? Echoes! And then faint responses where | know
perfectly well your teams have not had a chance to lay cores. Here in the
south and the sout heast " CGaber was taping the screen with his pen
"Unl ess, of course, your teans are duplicating efforts . . . but the
readi ngs would be clearer. So | have to assune that the machine itself is
mal f uncti oni ng. "

Kai barely attended to Gaber's conplaints. 1In his belly a col dness
fornmed, a coldness that had to do with thinking about the Others. But, if it
had been the Gthers who laid the faintly responding cores, then this planet
woul d have been interdicted. One thing was positive in Kai's nind: his teans
had not set those other |ights, nor duplicated work.

"That is interesting, Gaber," he replied with a show of an indifference
he was far fromfeeling. "Obviously froman ol der survey. This planet's been
inthe EEC library for a long tine, you know. And cores are virtually
i ndestructible. See here, in the north, where the fainter cores | eave off?
That's where the plate action had defornmed the [ and nass into those new fold
nount ai ns. "

"Way didn't we have those old records? O course, a prior survey would
account for why we haven't found anything nore than traces of netal and
m neral deposits here." Gaber neant the continental shield. "But why under a
| ogical regime no nention is nade of a previous seismc history, | sinply
cannot understand. "

"Ch, it is old, and probably got erased for nodern programs. A conputer
does not have an infinite capacity for data storage."

Gaber snorted. "Scorching odd, | call it, to send down an expedition
wi thout the full facts at their disposal."”

"Perhaps, but it'll cut down on our time here: sone of our work's
al ready done."

"Cut down our time here?" (Gaber gave a derisive laugh.” Not likely."

Kai turned slowy to stare at the man. "Wat naggot's in your mnd now,
Gaber ?"

Gaber | eaned forward, despite the fact the two nen were alone in the
done. "W could have been . . ." he hesitated affectedly, "
pl ant ed! "

"Planted?" Kai let out a shout. "Planted? Just because the seismc

shows ol d cores here?"

"Woul dn't be the first time the victins weren't told."

"Gaber, we've got the Third Oficer's beloved and only offspring with
us. We'll be picked up."

Gaber remai ned obdurate.

"There'd be no point in planting us. Besides, what about the Ryxi and
the Theks."

Gaber snorted scornfully. "The Theks don't care how | ong they stay
anywhere. They live practically forever, and the Ryxi were to plant anyhow,
weren't they? And it isn't just those cores that convince ne. |'ve thought
so a long time -- ever since | knew we had a xenobi ol ogi st and heavy-worl ders
with us."”

"Gaber!" Kai spoke sharply enough to startle the ol der man, "you wil |l
not mention planting to ne again, nor to anyone else in this expedition. That
is an order!"

"Yes, sir. I'msure it is, sir."

"Further, if | find you without your belt one nore tine

"Sir, it pokes ne in the gut when |I'm bending over the board." But



Gaber was hurriedly fastening on the force-screen belt.

"Leave the belt slack, then, and turn the buckle to one side, but wear
it! Now, bring your recorder and sonme fresh tapes. | want to recon those
| akes Berru charted "

"That was only yesterday, and as | told you | amthree days behind

"Al'l the nore reason for us to check those | akes out personally. 1've
got to show some progress in nmy next report to EV on deposits. And . . ."
Kai tapped out a code, waiting inpatiently at the termnal for the print-out
on the nysterious core sites, "we'll do a ground check on a couple of these."

"Well, now, it'll be good to get away fromthe board. | haven't done
any field work yet on this expedition," said Gaber, pressing closed his
junpsuit fastenings. He reached for the recording unit and tape bl anks which
he distributed in | eg pouches.

H s tone was so nuch brighter and | ess dour and forebodi ng that Kai
wondered if he'd been unfair to keep the man continually in the donme. Could
that be why Gaber had come up with the astounding notion that they'd been
planted. Too little action narrowed perceptions.

But Gaber, as witness his laxity over the belt, was so narding
absent mi nded that he was nmore of a liability than the youngest youngster in
the landing party. As Kai recalled, Gaber's credentials rated him as
shi p-bred, having made only four expeditions in his six decades. This would
likely be the last if Kai nade an honest report of his efficiency. Unless,

t he insidious thought plagued Kai, they had indeed been planted. Better than
nost | eaders, Kai knew how undermnmi ni ng such a runour could be. Yes, it would
be better to keep Gaber so fully occupied that he had no time for reflection

Kai did, however, have to rem nd Gaber to strap hinself into the sled
seat, which the cartographer did with profuse apol ogi es.

"l do wish I'd been born a Thek," said Gaber, while Kai checked the

sled' s controls and energy levels. "To live |Iong enough to watch the
evolution of a world. Ah, what an opportunity!"

Kai chuckled. "If they're not too involved with thinking to | ook around
intine."

"They never forget a thing they've seen or heard."

"How could one tell? It takes a year to carry on any sort of a dial ogue
with an Elder."

"You young people can only think of quick returns. Not end results.
It's end results which count. Over the course of nmy years on ARCT-10, |'ve
had many neani ngful chats with Theks. The ol der ones, of course.™

"Chats? How long a | ag between sent ences?"

"Ch, not long. W' d scheduled replies on a once a ship week basis.
found it extrenely stinulating to forrmulate the nost information in the fewest
phrases."

"Ch, I'll grant the Theks are past masters at the telling phrase."

"Why, even a single word can have unusual significance when uttered by a
Thek," Gaber went on with unexpected volubility. "Wen you can appreciate
fully that each Thek holds within its brain the total know edge of its own
forebears, and can distill this infinite wisdomin single succinct words or
phr ases .

"No perspective . . ." Kai was concentrating on lifting the sled out
of the conpounds.

"I beg your pardon?' Gaber's apol ogy was nore of a reprimand.

"Their wi sdomis Thek wi sdomand is not readily applicable to our human
conditions."

"I never inplied that it was. O should be." Gaber was distinctly
annoyed with Kai

"No, but wi sdom should be relevant. Know edge is sonething el se, but
not necessarily distilled fromw sdom"

"My dear Kai, they understand reality, not just the illusion of a very
brief and transitory |ifespan such as ours."



The telltale, as sensitive to thermal readings as to movenent of any
object larger than a man's fist, rattled, informng the two nen that they were
passing over living creatures, at that nonment hidden fromtheir eyes by the
thick vegetation. The rattle turned into a purr as the sensitive recorder
indicated that the Iife formhad al ready been tagged with the telltale
i ndelible paint with which the various scouting teans marked any beasts they
obser ved.

"Life form. . . no telltale," exclained Gaber as the rattle occurred
after a short internal of silence.

Kai altered his course in the direction of the cartographer's finger.
"And moving fromus at a fast rate." (Gaber |eaned across to the w ndboard to
check the telltagger, nodding to Kai to indicate it was ready and set.

"Maybe it's one of those predators Varian's been trying to catch," Kai
said. "Herbivores go about in groups. Hang on, there's a break in the jungle
ahead of us. It can't possibly swerve."

"You're directly over it," CGaber said, his voice rough with excitenent.

Bot h beast and airborne sled reached the small clearing simultaneously.
But, as if it recognized the danger of an open space with an unknown eneny
above it, the beast was a bare flash, a stretched and running nottl ed body,

ending in a stiffly held long tail: all the retinal after-inmge Kai retained.
"CGot it!" CGaber's triunphant yell meant the creature had been
telltagged. "I've filmon it, too. The speed of the thing."

"I think it's one of Varian's predators.”

"I don't believe herbivores are capabl e of such bursts of speed. Wy,
it outdistanced this sled.” Gaber sounded anmazed." Are we following it?"

"Not today. But it's tagged. Enter the grid co-ordinates, will you,
Gaber? Varian's sure to want to cone | ook-see. That's one of the first
predators we've been able to telltag. Luck, sheer luck, comi ng over that
clearing."”

Kai veered back to his original course, slightly north, towards the
first body of water that Berru had sighted. It ought to be near the inland
sea whi ch was shown on the satellite pictures.

Real |y, thought Kai, echoing Gaber. Now the satellite photos had been
theoretical, in one sense, since they'd had to be shot through the
ever-present cloud cover, while Kai, by flying over the depicted terrain, was
the reality, the direct experience. Kai could appreciate the essence of
Gaber's coment: what an incredible experience it wuld be to watch this
pl anet evolve, to see the |and masses tortured and rent by quake, shift,
fault, deformation and fold. He sighed. 1In his mnd, he speeded up the
process like the quickly flipped frames of single exposure prints. It was
hard for short-lived man to conmprehend the nmillions of years, the billions of
days that it took to formcontinents, mountains, rivers, valleys. And clever
as a geophysicist nmight be in predicting change, such realities as geophysics
had been able to observe in its not so |l engthy history al ways exceeded
pr oj ecti ons.

Gaber's life-instrument beeped constantly now, and with no counter burr
fromthe telltale they diverted again, this tine to tag a | arge herd of
tree-eaters.

"Don't recall pics of nonsters |like that before," Kai told Gaber as they
circled round the creatures, now partially visible through the sparse forest
cover. "I want to get a good look. Set the canera and the telltale, Gaber
I'"mconmi ng around. Hang on."

Kai turned the air sled, braking speed as he matched the forward notion
of the lunbering beasts. "Scorch it, but they're the biggest things |I've seen
yet!"

"Keep up," CGaber cried in nervous excitement for Kai was skinmng very
low. "Those necks are powerful." The beasts had very |ong necks, nounted on
massi ve shoul ders which were supported by |egs the size of tree stunps.

"Necks may be powerful but the brains aren't,"” said Kai." And their
reaction time is double slow" The beasts were | ooki ng back towards the



direction in which Kai had first approached them Several had not even

regi stered the alien's appearance at all but continued to strip trees as they
passed.” G gantic herbivores, foraging even as they nove. They must account
for half a forest a day."

One of the |long-necked creatures neatly bit off the crown of a cycad and
continued its lumbering progress with huge fronds dripping fromits not too
capaci ous mouth. A smaller nenber of the herd obligingly took up one trailing
frond and nunched on that.

"Headi ng towards the water?" Kai asked, inpressed as well as appalled
by the dinmensions of the animals. He heard the tagger spit.

"There does seemto be a well-travelled | ane through the vegetation. |
tagged nmost of them" Gaber patted the nuzzle of the tag gun

Kai tilted the sled so he could observe the beasts. Ahead, and down a
long incline, lay the shimering waters of one of Berru's |akes. Kai took the
transparency of the probe print and laid it over the replica of scale map
whi ch Gaber had been patiently drawing fromthe data of Kai's teans.

"W shoul d have the precipice on our right, Gaber. Adjust your
face-mask to distance vision and see if you can spot it."

Gaber peered steadily across the distance. "Cd oudy, but you ought to
change course by about five degrees."

They flew over terrain that gradually becanme nore and nore swanp-|like
until water replaced land entirely. At this point a definite shoreline
appeared, rising first into small bluffs of well-weathered grey stone which
gave way to sheer cliffs rising several hundred nmetres in an ancient transform
fault. Kai ascended and the passage of the sled alarmed cliff dwellers into
flight, bringing an exclamation of surprised delight from Gaber

"Why, they're golden! And furred!"

Kai, remenbering the vicious heads of the scavengers, veered hastily
fromtheir flight path.

"They're followi ng us," cried Gaber, unperturbed.

Kai gl anced over his shoulder. As far as he knew, scavengers only
attacked the dying or dead. Judiciously he applied nore air speed. The sled
coul d easily outdi stance them

"They're still follow ng us."

Kai shot a glance over his shoulder. No question of it, the golden
avi ans were followi ng but maintaining a discreet distance, and different
| evel s. Even as Kai watched, the fliers changed positions, as if each wanted
to see various aspects of the intruder. Again Kai |oaded on nore speed. So
did the fliers, wthout apparently expending nuch effort.

"I wonder how fast they do fly?"

"Are they dangerous, do you suppose?" asked Gaber

"Possibly, but I'd say that this sled is too big for themto attack
singly or with the nunbers they have behind us now | nust bring Varian to
see them And tell the Ryxi."

"Why ever tell then? They couldn't fly in this heavy atnosphere.”

"No, but Vrl asked ne about Ireta's aerial life. 1'd hate to tell him
there were only scavengers."
"Ch, yes, quite. | agree. Merciful gods, |ook belowto your left."

They were well over the water now, stained red by the mneral content of
the rocks which bordered it and its watershed. Cearly visible was the pl ant
strewn bottom which shelved off slightly into nurky brownness and consi derabl e
depth, according to Kai's instrumentation. Fromout of that depth a great
body torpedoed, responding to the shadow cast by the sled. Kai had a startled
i mpression of a blunt head, grey-blue shining skin, and too many rows of sharp
yellowwhite teeth, needle sharp. He heard Gaber's startled cry of horror
Instinctively he slamred on the energency drive. And corrected hurriedly as
t hey sped unconfortably close to the curving cliffs.

Looki ng back, Kai saw only the rippling circles of the nonster's exit
and entry on the surface, circles converging together over the twenty-five
metres of its junp. He gulped and swal |l owed agai nst a dryness in his throat.



As if that attack had been a signal, nore aquatic denizens | eapt and dove, and
ot her battles began under and on the surface of the water
"I think," CGaber's stamer was pronounced, "that we started sonething."

"Well, they can finish it," said Kai as he turned the blunt nose of the
sl ed.

"The golden fliers are still following us," Gaber said after a few
nmonents. "They're closing.”

Kai spared a backward gl ance and saw the first rank of fliers noving
steadily abreast of the sled, their heads turned towards hinmself and Gaber

"Go away," Gaber said, standing up and waving both arns towards the
birds. "Go away. Don't get too close. You'll get hurt!"

Hal f - amused, hal f-concerned, Kai watched the creatures swing away from
Gaber's flapping. They also maintained their forward speed and their
i nspecti on.

"We're surrounded by them Kai

and Gaber's tone took on a worried
not e.

"If they were dangerous, they'd ve had plenty of time to attack, |
think. But let's just |ose the escort. Sit down, Gaber, and hang on!" Kai
hit the jet accelerator again, and abruptly left the fliers in the heat haze
as the sled flung forward. There couldn't have been any expression on the
gol den faces, but Kai had the distinct inpression that they' d been astoni shed
by the sudden speed.

He nust ask Varian what degree of intelligence was possible in these
apparently primtive life forms. The Ryxi were not the only w nged species in
t he gal axy but very few avian species were highly intelligent. Capability
seened to have a direct ratio to the anount of tine spend on the ground.

VWhat ever |ife formwould dom nate on this planet was thousands of years
away from energing. That didn't keep Kai from w shful thinking and
speculation. It would be nice to see the Ryxi superceded.

"Did you get sone good tapes of thenP" Kai asked Gaber as he reduced
speed to cruising. No use wasting nore power than necessary.

"Ch yes, indeed | did," Gaber said, patting the recorder."” You know,
Kai, | think they showed considerable intelligence.” He sounded astonished.
"We'|| get Varian to give an opinion. She's the expert." Kai turned

the sled to the coordi nates of the nearest echo-core. Varian m ght have sone
bi ol ogi cal puzzl es but he now had anot her geol ogi cal one.

Despite what he'd said so nonchalantly to Gaber, the unexpected
materialization of those cores unnerved him Yes, this planet and the system
had been in the conputer bank, but surely there would have been sone
indication if it had been surveyed. A previous survey, however, would account
for the lack of ore-deposit on these old nountains. The first party would
have mined the shield area, and quite |likely whatever other likely I and nass,
or seas, had been workable; |and which had | ong since been rolled under in
subsequent plate activity. Wy, though, had there been no such notation in
t he conputer banks?

To set them down, as on a totally unexplored planet, was unlike any
previ ous know edge Kai had of EEC. Gaber's theory of planting the expedition
returned to haunt his thoughts. EV had waited for their all-safe-down and
conveni ently di sappeared in search of that storm But there were the
youngsters, nmore of an afterthought as menbers of the expedition than planned
personnel. Above all else was the urgent need of the transuranics. Between
the kids and the energy, Kai was certain he could discount Gaber's gl oony
presentiment.

Even with the ability to pinpoint the exact |ocation of the faintly
signalling core, it took Gaber and Kai sone hard sl oggi ng through dense and
dangerous sword plants and sonme heavy digging to pull it fromits site.

"Why, why, it looks |like the ones we have," said Gaber in a surprise
t hat was al nost outraged.

"No," said Kai, turning the device thoughtfully in his hand, "the case
is fatter, the crystal dimrer and it feels old."



"How can a core feel old? Wy the casing isn't so nmuch as scratched, or
dul 1"

"Heft it yourself. It feels old,"” said Kai with a touch of inpatience
and he was somewhat amused to see Gaber hesitantly examine the old core, and
qui ckly hand it back

"The Theks manufacture them don't they?" the cartographer said, giving
Kai a sideways | ook.

"They have done but | think . . . Gaber, it won't wash."

"But don't you see, Kai? The Theks know this planet has been surveyed.
They' re back for sone reason of their own. You know how they |ike to watchdog
a likely col ony "

"Caber!" Kai wanted to shake the ol der nan, shake himout of his
asi ni ne and dangerous notion that the expedition had been planted. But, as he
stared at the man's eager, intense face, Kai realized how pathetic the
cartographer was. Gaber nust surely know this would be his | ast m ssion and
was vainly hoping to extend it. "Gaber!" Kai gave the man a little shake
smling kindly. "Now, | do appreciate your confiding your theory to ne.

You' ve done just as you should. And | appreciate the facts on which you base
the notion but please don't go telling anyone else. 1'd hate giving the
heavy-worl ders any excuse to ridicule one of nmy team"

"Ri di cul e?" Gaber was startled and indignant.

"I"'mafraid so, Gaber. The purpose of this expedition was too clearly
set out in the original programme. This is just an ordinary energy-resource
expedition, with a bit of xenobiology thrown in as practice for Varian, and to
keep the heavy-worlders fit and the youngsters occupied while the EV chases

that cosmic storm Just to reassure you, though, 1'll query EV about your
theory in my next report. |If, by any renote chance, you're correct, they'd
tell us. Nowwe're down. |In the nmeantinme, | really do advise you to keep
your notion between us, huh, Gaber? | value you as our cartographer too
highly to want you nocked by the heavy-worlders."

"Mocked?"

"They do like their little jokes on us light gravs. | don't want them
to have one on you. W've a laugh for them all right -- on the Theks -- wth
this," and Kai held up the core.”" Qur rocky friends are not so infallible
after all. Not that | blanme themfor forgetting all about this planet,

considering howit smells."

"The heavy-worl ders woul d nake ne a joke?" Gaber was having difficulty
in accepting the possibility but Kai was certain he'd found the proper
deterrent to keep the man from spreadi ng that insidious runour.

"Under the present circunstances, yes, if you came out with that notion
As | nentioned, we have the youngsters with us. You don't really think the
Third Oficer of EVis planting her son?"

"No, no, she wouldn't do that." Gaber's expression changed from
distressed to irritated. "You're right. She'd ve opposed it." Gaber
strai ghtened his shoulders. "You ve eased ny mnd, Kai. | hadn't really
liked the idea of being planted: |[|'ve left research unfinished and | only
accepted this aSS|gnnent to try and get a fresh perspective on it

"Good man. Kai cl apped the cartographer on the shoul der and turned hi m
back towards the sl ed.

It occurred to Kai that he'd have all the argunents to press again once
Gaber, and the others, learned that the EV had not picked up the secondary
reports. He'd worry about that when the time cane. Right now he had nore to
ponder in the ancient core in his hand. He didn't think they had any
apparatus for dating the device in the shuttle. He couldn't renenmber if it
had ever come up in discussion how |l ong one of these cores could function
Portegin was the man to ask. And wouldn't he be amazed at what his
mal f uncti oni ng screen was recordi ng?

In fact, Portegin was already puzzling over the print-out when Kai and
Gaber strode into the chart done.

"Kai, we've got sone crazy echoes on the seismic . . . what's this?"



"One of those echoes."

Portegin, his lean face settling into Iines of dismy, weighed the
device in his hand, peered at it, turning it round and round, end for end
before he | ooked with intense accusation at Kai

"Where'd you get this?"

"Approxi mately here," said Kai, pointing to the gap in the line of old
echoes on the screen

"W haven't cored that area yet, boss."

"I know. "

"But, boss, this is Thek manufacture. |'d swear it."

Margit, who'd been filling in her report, canme over to the two nmen. She
took the core fromPortegin's unresisting hand.

"It feels heavier. And this crystal |ooks al nbst dead." She regarded

Kai for an expl anati on.
He shrugged. "Gaber saw the echoes on the recorder, thought you'd
mucked it up, Portegin " he grinned as the nmechanic grow ed at the

cartographer. "But | decided we'd better check. This was what we found."
Margit made a guttural noise, deep in her throat, of disgust and

irritation. "You nean, we've spent hours doi ng what has been don ! You

wi t-heads coul d have saved us tine and usel ess energy by rigging that screen

right off."

"According to our conputer banks, this planet had never been surveyed,"
Kai said in a soothing draw .

"Well, it has been." Margit glowered at the screen. "And you know,
we' ve paralleled their line alnost perfectly. Not bad for a first working
expedition, is it," she added, talking herself into a better frame of mind
"Hey," she said in a much | ouder, |ess happy tone of voice, "no wonder we
couldn't find anything worth the looking. 1It'd been got already. How far
does the old survey coring go?"

"Stops at the edge of the shield, ny dear girl," said Portegin, "and now
that we know fromthe old cores where the shield ends, we can start hitting
some pay-dirt for a change. | don't think we've done too much duplication --
except in the north and north-east."

Kai thanked the conpassi onate conputer who had put those two on this
teamwith him they mght conplain a bit, but they' d already talked
t hensel ves into a positive frame over the duplicated effort.

"I feel a lot better now, knowi ng there was a good reason we coul dn't
find any pay-dirt at all!"™ Margit studied the screen and then pointed at
several areas. There's nothing here, and here. Should be!"

"Signals are very faint," Portegin said. "Some may have just give up
the ghost. |If everything else there is worked out, is there any point in
setting new cores, Kai?"

"None. "

Aul i a and Di menon entered the cartography donme, closely followed by the
ot her four geol ogists.

"Quess what Kai and Gaber found?" asked Margit. "They found out why we
couldn't find anything . . . yet!"

Expressions of surprise and di spleasure greeted this statenent. So Kai
and Gaber repeated their afternoon's activities and the relief that spread
t hroughout the room was reassuring to the team | eader. Everyone had a turn at
exam ning the old device, conparing it with those they were setting, joking
about ghosts and echoes.

"W can set up secondary canps right on the edges of the shield," Triv

was saying excitedly. "Can we start tonorrow, Kai?"

"Surely, I'"Il reassign everyone to nore profitable areas, hopefully.
Let me work it out. And Bakkun, 1'll be out with you tonorrow?"

The neal gong sounded, reverberating under the force-screen so he
di smissed themall, staying behind briefly to reschedule flights for the

morrow. They would have to set up secondary canps, as Triv suggested, but Kai
wasn't all that keen to dissipate their conplenent. Varian hadn't yet had a



chance to catal ogue the worst of the predators and, despite the persona
force-screens, a teamcould be caught too far away for tinely help to arrive.
That predator he'd seen today woul dn't be stopped by a puny persona
force-screen. He also couldn't hold the teanms back from di scovering deposits:
they got credit bonuses based on the assays of their individual discoveries.
That was one reason why the lack of finds so far had had a serious effect on
their norale. He couldn't risk a further check to their spirits and
anbitions. He also couldn't risk sending them out against predators I|ike
those he'd seen today. He nust have a chat with Varian

He emerged into an insect-noisy night. The force-screen, arcing over
t he encampment, was aglow with blue spits of |ight as nocturnal creatures
tried to reach the tantalizing floodlights which illum nated the conmpound.

Had that other survey party, mllenniuns ago, canped here? Wuld
anot her group, mllenniunms hence, return when his cores emtted shall ow ghost
bl i ps on anot her screen?

Were they really planted? The disturbing thought bobbed to the surface
of his reflections, nuch as the aquatic nmonsters had been triggered by the
shadow of the sled over the water. He tried to push down the notion. Had one
of the others been tipped off privily? Varian? No, as co-leader, she was the
| east likely to have been informed. Tanegli? And was that why he was so
willing to search out edible fruits? No, Tanegli was a sound nman, but not the
sort to be given private instructions while the team | eaders were keyed out.

Not quite reassured within his own m nd, Kai decided that congeni al
conpany woul d di srupt the uneasy tenor of his thoughts and he strode nore
purposefully towards the | argest done and his neal.

CHAPTER THREE

Varian was diverted by Kai's reception of the fruit when it was served as the
evening meal. Divisti and Lungie had coll aborated and the table was spread
with the fruit inits natural form sliced into green juicy portions: fruit
synt hesi zed as a paste, reinforced with nutrients and vitamns; fruit added to
t he subsistence proteins; stewed fruit, dried fruit. Kai fastidiously tasted
a mnute piece of the fresh sliced, sniled, made polite noises and finished
his meal with the paste. Then he conplained of a netallic aftertaste.

"That's the additives. There's no aftertaste with the fresh fruit,"
Varian told himsuppressing a m xture of annoyance at his conservative tastes
and amusenent at his reaction. The ship-bred were wary of anything in its
natural form

"Why cultivate a taste for something | can't indul ge?" Kai asked when
she tried to get himto eat nore of the fresh fruit.

"Why not indul ge yourself alittle, while you have the chance?

Besi des, " she added, "once you have the taste, you can programe it into any
synt hesi zer, and duplicate it on shipboard to your heart's content."

"A point."

Varian had decided sonme time ago that it was just these little ship
evol ved di fferences that fascinated her about Kai. He wasn't physically that
much different fromthe attractive young nmen she'd known on the vari ous
pl anets of her chil dhood and early specialist's training. |If anything, Kai
kept hinmself nore physical fit in the EV's various humanoid sports facilities
than his planet-based contenporaries. He'd a lean, wiry franme, slightly
taller than average, taller than herself and she was not rated short on any
normal Earth-type planet being 1.75 nmetres tall. Mre inportant to her in Kai
t han mere handsoneness which he had, was the strength in his face, the sparkle
of humour in his brown eyes and the inner serenity that had commended hi m when
they'd met in the EV's hunanoid dining area. She'd quickly recognized the
aura of Discipline about himand been overwhelnmingly relieved that he was a
Di sci pl e, and anused that his having passed the Training mattered to her on
such short acquai ntance. She'd accepted Discipline not that |ong ago hersel f,



however nuch it neant that she could continue to advance in FSP service. A
| eader had to have Discipline since it was the only personal defence against
ot her humanoi ds pernmitted by FSP and EEC, and of inestinable value in

enmer gency situations.

Varian had been quite willing to develop a relationship with Kai and had
privately done a good bit of private crowi ng when she'd unexpectedly been
tapped as a xenob on his geol ogy expedition to Ireta

"And what's this | hear? This planet's been raped before?"

"The shield |l and mass we're on has certainly been stripped?" Ka
replied, grinning a little at her blunt phrase. "Portegin only got the
seism c screen rigged |ast night. Gaber thought it was mal functioni ng because
we got echoes where we'd cored, and faint inpulses where we hadn't. So | did
a decco and found an old old core."

Varian had al ready heard nany of the details. "W were informed during
our briefing on shipboard that the system had been in storage a long tine."
"Well, there was no nention made of a previous geol ogi cal survey.

"True," and Varian | ooked at a vague niddl e distance thoughtfully as she
drawl ed out the affirmative. There had been sort of a last minute rush to
assenble this Iretan expedition, though the Theks and Ryxi had been schedul ed
for their respective planets for sone nonths. "M/ teamwas sure added in a
hurry. After they got print-out of life forms fromthe probe scan.”

"Wth all due respects, co-leader, the inclusion of your team doesn't
puzzle me as nuch as no nention of a previous coring."

"I quite appreciate that. How old d' you think the cores are?"

"Too scorching old for ny liking, Varian. The line end with the stable
shield areal"

Varian drew breath in a whistle. "Kai, that would nean nillions of
years. Could even a Thek manufactured device |ast that |ong?"

"Who knows?" C non, you can have a | ook at the device yourself. And
|'"ve sonme tapes to play for you that | think you'll Iike."

"Those flying things Gaber was raving about?"

"Anong ot hers."

"Sure you won't have one nore piece of fresh fruit?" She couldn't
resist teasing him

Kai gave her a fleetingly irritated | ook, then grinned. He had an
engagi ng snile, she thought, and not for the first time. They' d seen a good
deal of each other in the planning stages but far too little now they had to
deal with their separate responsibilities.

"I"ve had a sufficiency to eat, thank you, Varian."

"And 1'ma glutton, huh?" But she snatched up one nore slice fromthe
platter. "Wat are these avians like? | don't trust Gaber's observations."

"They're golden furred and |1'd hazard that they're intelligent.
Curiosity occurs only with intelligence, doesn't it?"

"Cenerally, yes. Intelligent fliers? Raking ranmets, this'll throwthe
Ryxi into loops." Varian crowed with delight." Were' d you encounter then®"

"I went to see those coloured | akes of Berru's, and startled them out of
the cliffs. By the way, the |akes harbour nonsters every bit as big and
dangerous as those swanp dwellers we saw this norning."

"This planet goes in for big things . . ."

"Big puzzles, too." They had entered the cartography dome now and Kai
pi cked up the old core and handed it to her." Here's ny latest."

Varian hefted it in the pal mof one hand. She saw another core on the
table. "Is this one of yours?"

Kai | ooked up fromthe tape cannisters he was sorting through and
nodded.

Si de by side, she could see the slight differences in circunference,
| ength and wei ght.

"Does this previous coring explain why you' ve had so little luck in
findi ng any cores?"

"Yes. The shield Iand has been stripped. M gang was relieved to know



there was a good reason -- this planet ought to be full of pay dirt. Now,
however, we'll have to set up secondary canps in the new fold nountains

"Secondary canmps? Kai, that isn't safe. Even if the worst you'd have
to contend with is fang-face "

"Fang-face?"

"Well, That's what | call whatever chewed a piece off Mbel's
flank."

" Mabel ?"

"Must you keep repeating ne? | find it a lot easier to nane 'emthan
keep calling "em "herbivore nunber one" or "predator with teeth A"."

"I didn't know you'd seen the predator?"

"I haven't. | can postulate fromhis tooth marks . . .

"Wuld this be fang-face?" asked Kai as the tapes he and Gaber had made
t hat afternoon began to appear on the view ng screen. He punched a hold on
t he one shot they'd had of the predator's head.

Varian |l et out a squeak as she got a good | ook at the toothy, snarling
head, the angry little eyes upturned to the sled as the creature had fl ashed
across the small clearing.

"Yes, that could be the villain. Six nmetres in the shoulder, too. You
couldn't set up secondary canps that woul d keep himout. He could flatten you
even with a couple of force-screen belts on you. No, | wouldn't advise
secondary canps until we find out how far these sweethearts range."

"We could nove the shuttle .

"Not until Trizein has conpleted his current run of experinents. And
why nmove? Are we |ow on power for travel ?"

"No, but | was considering the comutation tinme. Cuts down effective
tine inthe field."

"True. Frankly, Kai, |1'd prefer to scout an area before you set up a
secondary canp. Even those herbivores |ike Mabel, useless as they are, could
be dangerous stanpeding froma fang-face. However," she added, seeing he was
adamant, "every animal in creation is afraid of sonething. |[I'Il figure out
what aninmals you'd have to contend with in an area and we can set up sone
saf e-guards around say, one larger, suitably situated secondary canp and your
field teans woul d be relatively safe . "

"You don't sound certain."

"I"'mnot certain about anything on this crazy planet, Kai. And your
di scovery today only makes my uncertainty nore . " she grinned
"certain!"

He | aughed.

She took one nmore | ong appraising ook at the predator's rows of needle
sharp teeth and then asked Kai to roll the tape.”" Sure glad you were al oft
when you met that fellow Gaber managed to tag hin? That'll help estimate
his territorial sway. Oh, | say, aren't they lovely!"

The golden fliers were on the screen, and while it m ght have been the
juxtaposition to the preceding predator, they seemed so beni gn and gracef ul

"Ch, hold that frame, Kai, please!"™ Varian gestured for himto go back
on the tape until she had the frame of the creature, suspended in its flight,
its crested head slightly turned towards the camera so that both
gol den- col oured eyes were visible.

"Yes, |'d agree that it's intelligent. 1Is that a pouch under its beak
for storing fish? And it's a glider, I think. Roll it, Kai, | want to see if
that wing can rotate. Yes, see, therel As it veers away. Yes, yes. Mich
nore advanced than that carrion eater this norning. Wy is so rmuch of our
reacti on dependant on the eye of a creature?" She |ooked up at Kai whose grey
eyes wi dened with surprise.

"Eye?"

"Yes. The eyes of that little marmal today . . . | couldn't have
left it behind, Kai, short of mutiny, once |I'd seen the frightened | ost
confusion in its eyes. Mich less the entreaty in Bannard's and Cleiti's.



Those swanp horrors, they had tiny eyes, in conparison to their skull shape

wi cked, beady, hungry eyes." Varian shuddered in recall. "And that new
predator's eyes . . . fang-face has a wicked appetite. O course, it isn't
a hard and fast rule -- the Galorm s were a hideous exanpl e of canoufl aged

i ntent
"You were on that expedition?"
Varian made a face. "Yes, | was a very junior nenber on the team at
Al debaran 4 when they were encountered. M first assignnent out of
xeno-veterinary college. They had soft eyes, mind you," which occasionally

still haunted her sleep, "mld-Iooking creatures too, softish, perfectly
anenable until full dark -- then -- whamie!"

"Noct urnal feeders?"

"Bl eeders! Sucked the bl ood and then chewed the flesh . . . [like
what's been feeding on Mabel . . . No, it couldn't be Galormis. Teeth are
too big."

"Why on earth call it Mabel ?"

"Knew someone |ike her once, a wal king appetite, hating the world around
her, suspicious and constantly confused. Not much intelligence.”

"What woul d you nane the avian?"

"I don't know," she said after regarding the furry face. "It isn't easy
until you've actually met the creature. But this species has intelligence and
personality. | want to see nore of them™

"Thought you woul d. Although we couldn't tag them They noved too
fast. Kept up with the sled at cruising speed.”

"Very good." A yawn caught her unawares. "All this fresh air, chasing
wounded ani mals to doctor themwhat don't wish to be helped.” She stroked his
cheek and gave hima regretful smle of apology. "lI'mgoing to bed. And you
ought to, too, co-leader. Sleep on our puzzles. Mybe sleep'll solve 'em™

Kai could have w shed it had, but he woke the next norning feeling
refreshed and the teans, when assenbled, were in such good spirits that his
rose, too.

"I"ve discussed secondary canps with Varian. Until she has catal ogued
the habits of the predators, she can't guarantee our safety," said Kai, "but
she's going to set and search areas into which we can nove, if we adhere to
t he saf eguards she devises. kay? Sorry, but you'll understand better if
you' ve seen the marks on the herbivore's flank." He noticed by the grim
expressions that everyone had | ooked at the creature.

"Boss, what about the gaps in the old cores, here, here and here?" asked
Triv, pointing out the areas south-west and due south.

"Faults," said Gaber, slipping a scale transparency over the seismc
map. "I read a massive overthrust here. Good area to search now but any
seismimc would have been crushed. O subsided too far below the surface to
transmt."

"Triv, you and Margit explore that overthrust today. Aulia and D nenon
your sector is here," and he gave themthe coordinates in the south-west, and
to Berru and Portegin, explaining that he and Bakkun would try to explore the
Rift Valley since there were old cores leading up to it. He stressed that
they maintain safety procedures, tag or telltale ani nals when possible, and
note and report any scavengers circling over what could be injured livestock
speci mens for Varian.

As Kai and Bakkun lifted in their sled, Kai saw Varian on her way down
to the corral. He saw the herbivore, Mbel, busily eating her way through
what trees renmained in the enclosure.

Bakkun, who preferred to pilot, brought the sled on its south-east
headi ng.

"Why didn't our Theks know this planet'd been cored?" the heavy-worl der
asked.

"I haven't asked our Theks if they know. But Ireta was not marked as
surveyed. "

"Theks have their reasons.”



"Such as?"

"I do not presune to guess," replied Bakkun, "but they always have good
reasons."

Kai |iked Bakkun as a team mate: he was inexhaustible, cool headed |ike
all his race, thorough and dependable. But he had no inmagination, no
flexibility and once convinced of anything, refused to change his opinion in
the face of the nost telling facts. Theks were, to himas to many of the
short - spanned species, infallible and godlike. Kai did not wi sh, however, to
enter into any argunment wth Bakkun, particularly on such a heresy as Thek
fallibility proven in the existence of seismic cores on this planet.

Fortunately the telltale bl eeped. Bakkun automatically corrected course
and Kai watched the renote-di stance screen attentively. This time it was nore
her bi vores, running away fromthe sled' s whine, through the thick rain forest,
occasionally careering off trees so hard the top branches shuddered wildly.

"Come round again, Bakkun," Kai asked and flipped up the tape switch,
hangi ng i n agai nst his seat strap as Bakkun acted pronptly to his order. He
swore under his breath because none of the creatures crossed any of the
clearings, almpst as if they expected an aerial attack and were crowdi ng under
what ever cover they could find.

"Never m nd, Bakkun. Continue on course. | thought | saw another
fl ank- damaged beast."

"W see themdaily, Kai."

"Way didn't you mention it in your reports?"

"Didn't know it was inportant, Kai. Too much else to nmention bearing on
our job . "

"This is a joint effort

"Agreed, but | nust know how to contribute. | didn't know the nere
ecol ogi cal bal ances were essential know edge, too."

"My om ssion. But you would do well to report any unusual occurrence."

"It is ny inpression, Kai, that there is nothing usual about Ireta.
have been a geol ogi st for many standard years now and | have never encountered
a planet constantly in a Mesozoic age and unlikely to evol ve beyond t hat
stage." Bakkun gave Kai a sideways glance, sly and nysterious. "Wo would
expect to find old cores registering on such a planet?"

"Expect the unexpected! That's the unofficial notto of our profession
isn't it?"

The sun, having briefly appeared in the early nmorning to oversee the
begi nni ngs of day, now retired behind clouds. A local ground fog made flying
monentarily difficult so conversation was di scontinued. Kai busied hinself
with the seismc overlay, checking the old cores which faintly gl owed on the
screen in response to his signal

The cores advanced beyond the line of flight, right down into the rift
val l ey, subsiding with the fl oor which conposed the w de plateau. They were
entering the valley now and Bakkun needed all his attention on his flying as
the thermal s caught the light sled and bounced it around. Once past the line
of anci ent vol canoes, their plugged peaks gaunt fingers to the now | owering
rai ncl ouds, their slopes supporting marginal vegetation, Bakkun guided the
sled towards the central rift valley. The face of the fault bl ock exposed the
various strata of the uplift that had formed the valley. As the little sled
zi pped past, saucily irreverent of the frozen geohistory, Kai was filled with
a mxture of awe and amusenent: awe of the great forces still working which
had formed the rift and nmight very well reformit times imaginable in the
exi stence of this planet; and anusement that Man dared to pinpoint one tiny
nmonent of those inexorable courses and attenpt to put his mark upon it.

"Scavengers, Kai," said Bakkun, breaking in on his thoughts. Bakkun
gestured slightly starboard by the bow Kai sighted the display on the scope.

"It's the golden fliers, not scavengers."

"There is a difference?"

"Indeed there is, but what are they doing a couple of hundred kil onetres
fromthe nearest |arge water?"



"Are they dangerous?" asked Bakkun, with a show of interest.

"I don't think so. They are intelligent, showed curiosity in us
yest erday, but what are they doing so far inland?"

"W shall soon know. W're closing fast."

Kai slanted the scope to take in the groups on the ground. The fliers
were now alerted to the presence of an unfanmiliar aerial object and all the
heads were turned upward. Kai saw t hreads of coarse grass hanging from
several beaks. And, sure enough, as the sled circled, their elongated heads
curiously followed its course. Sone of the smaller fliers pecked again at the
grass.

"Why woul d they have to cone so far? For a grass?”

"I am not xeno-biologically trained," said Bakkun in his stolid fashion
Then his voice took on a note of such unusual urgency that Kai swung round,
scope and all and instinctively recoil ed agai nst the seatback. "Look?"

"What the . . "

The rift valley narrowed slightly where a horst protruded and, fromthe
narrow defil e, energed one of the |largest creatures that Kai had ever seen
its stal ky, awkward gait frightening in its inexorable progress. Sharpening
the scope for the increased di stance, Kai watched as the col ossus strutted on
its huge hindlegs into the peaceful valley.

"Krim That's one of those fang-faced predators.”

"Cbserve the fliers, Kai!"

Loathe to withdraw his wary observation of the menace, Kai gl anced up
towards the golden fliers. They had assuned a curiously defensive formation

in the sky. Those still grounded now grazed, if that could be considered a
proper description for the quick scooping jabs. Varian nust be right about
the bill pouches, Kai realized, for the fliers' beaks had an el ongated
appearance. They nust be stuffing the grasses into the pouches.

"The predator has seen theml Those still on the ground cannot get
airborne in time if he should charge."” Bakkun's hand cl osed on the grip of

the laser unit.

"Vait! Look at him"

The heavy predatory head was now pointed in the direction of the fliers,
as if the beast had just noticed their presence. The head tilted up
evidently registering the formati on of the golden fliers. The creature's
front legs, ludicrously small in conparison to the huge thighs and the | ength
of the leg bone, twitched. The thick, counterbalancing tail also |ashed in
reaction to the presence of the fliers. A npost greedily, Kai thought. The
bi ped remai ned stationery for another |ong nonent and then dropped awkwardly
forward, and began scooping up the grasses with its ridicul ous forepaws,
cramm ng great wads, roots, earth and all, into its huge maw.

Wil e the two geol ogi sts watched, the fliers began to run al ong what Kai
now di stinguished as a low bluff. They dipped alnost to the grasses bel ow
bef ore becom ng safely airborne."” They are trailing nore grass, Kai."

The | eader focused the scope and saw the streamers trailing from hind
and wing tip claws as the fliers beat steadily upward and away fromthe
val | ey.

"I's that a seaward course they're on, Bakkun?"

"They are. And against a stiff head wind."

Kai turned back to the browsing predator who hadn't paused in his
vor aci ous consunption of the grass.

"Now why would both fliers and that nonster need the grass?"

"It does seem an unusual additive," replied Bakkun, oblivious to the
fact that Kai had been tal king to hinself.

"Whul d you set the sled down, Bakkun? At the other end of the valley
fromthat beast. | want to get sonme sanples of grass."

"For Varian? O Divisti?"

"Maybe for both. Strange that the predator didn't attenpt to attack,
isn't it?"

"Perhaps it does not like flier meat. O they are form dabl e



ant agoni st s?"

"No. There was no hint of attack in the predator's manner, and only
wary defence in the fliers. Anost as if . . . as if both recognized this
as a place apart. That there was a truce here."

"A truce? Between animals?" Bakkun sounded scepti cal

"That's what it |ooked |ike but the predator is certainly too primtive
to operate on such a logical basis. | nust ask Varian."

"Yes, she would be the proper person to query,"” said Bakkun, his
conposure restored, and he brought the sled to a snooth | anding on the | ow
bluff the fliers had used to take off.

"W are not golden fliers," the heavy-worlder said in response to Kai's
surprise at the landing spot. "That creature may decide to season its grass
with us." He snoothly took over the scope. "You collect. | wll watch."

The nonster had not interrupted its feeding nor paid any attention to
the sled. Kai dismounted with alacrity and, thunbing off his force-screen
began to gather grass. He was glad he had gl oves because sone of the bl ades
had sharp edges, relatives to the sword plant, he decided. One clunp cane up
roots, earth and all, adding a new high to the mal odourous air. Kai shook the
earth free, remenbering the birds had taken only the tops, not the root.

Al though the fliers had not gone in for the thicker bladed vegetation Kai took
sanmpl es of everything in the vicinity. He stored his garnering in a contai ner
and resunmed his place on the sled.

"He has not stopped eating grass, Kai," said Bakkun, returning the scope
to him

As Bakkun eased the sled off the bluff and into the air, Kai kept the
scope on the predator. It continued eating, not even lifting its head as the

two geol ogi sts passed over it.

Bakkun, having been given no orders to the contrary, navigated the sled
t hrough the narrow end of the valley. Beyond, the ground fell away again, to
a lower level wthout such luxuriant growh, the soil being sandier and
supporting nmore of the tough shrub-type vegetation

"The cores continue down this valley, Kai," said Bakkun draw ng his
attention away fromthe nmonster and to the business at hand.

Kai | ooked at the seisnmic scanner. "lLast one just beyond that far
ridge."

"This rift valley is very old," said Bakkun. Kai was pl eased to hear
the hal f-question in the nan's voice. "And the cores end beyond the ridge?"

"I ndeed they do."

" OCh?"

It was the first tine Kai had ever heard uncertainty in a
heavy-worl der's voice. He understood it and synpathized for he felt nuch the
same way hi nsel f.

The overthrust above which they now passed had occurred at |east a

mllion years previous to their arrival on this planet. Yet the manufacture
of the core unit was undeni ably Thek. Unless, and the stray thought amnused
Kai, the Theks had copied an older civilization . . . the Qhers? The

Theks as copyists restored Kai's sense of proportion. As he couldn't expect
to conpete with heavy-worlders on a physical basis, he ought not to conpete
with the Theks on a longevity performance. The here and now were inportant,
too: twice, trebly inmportant to himconsidering how short a span he could
anticipate, even with all the mracles of nedical science. He and his team
had a job to do now on Ireta. Never mnd that it had been done before when
Man was still at the single cell stage swi nmm ng about at the beginning of a
| ong evol utionary clinb.

CHAPTER FOUR

Wth the hel p of Paskutti and Tardmm, Varian nmanaged to dress Mabels flank
wound. The beast had sonehow nanaged to | oosen the edges of the filnseal and,



despite the force-screen over her corral, blood-suckers had attached

t hensel ves to the suppuration. She had opened the wound further in her frenzy
to free herself fromthe ropes the heavy-worlders used to restrain her. They
had to | ash her head to her uninjured hind | eg before Varian coul d approach
her .

Fortunately, once she disl odged the bl ood-suckers, Varian thought the
fl esh | ooked heal t hy enough

"I"mgoing to wash down and seal the entire leg," she told Paskutti who
was heaving with his exertions. "Just as well |I'mvetting the bitten instead
of the biter. Hate to run into him" She thought of the w cked head and the
rows of vicious teeth glaring out of the frame Kai had taken

"This creature couldn't put up nuch of a fight," said Paskutti.

The edge to his tone surprised Varian into | ooking at him She didn't
expect to see any enotion registered on the heavy-worlder's blank features but
there was an intensity in his pale eyes that gave her a nomentary stab of
fear. She got the distinct inpression that the man was excited in sone
bi zarre and revolting fashion, by the wound, by the concept of one anima
eating another, alive. She turned back quickly to her task, loathe to |et
Paskutti know she'd observed him

They compl eted the veterinary on Mabel wi thout further struggle but her
tail, when she was released fromthe ropes, |ashed out so viciously that they
all retreated hastily beyond range. Wthout the proximty of her
wel | -wi shers, Mabel seened unable to continue her aggressive behaviour. She
st opped m d-bel | ow and peered about her, as if puzzled by this unexpected
respite. Her near-sighted eyes scanned so consistently above their heads that
once they stood still, Varian realized that Mabel woul d never see them
Mabel ' s worst enemy then, Varian decided, was nuch | arger than the herbivore's
consi derabl e self, and generally perceived by snell to judge by the rapid
dilation of Mabel's nostrils, and froma distance.” Wat now, Varian?" asked
Paskutti as they left the corral

In his very lack of tone colour, Paskutti seemed to be inpatient for her
answer .

"Now, we check out what creatures inhabit the unknown | and beyond the
shield so that Kai and his teans can nmake secondary canps. W've the sled
t oday, Paskutti, so if you' d get tapes, we can do sone prospecting."”

"Weaponry?"

"The usual personnel defense. W're not hunting. W' re observing.

She spoke nore harshly than she intended because there was an avid
i ntensity about Paskutti's innocent question that was of f-putting. Tardma was
as bl ank as ever but then she never did anything, including smle, wthout
gl anci ng for perm ssion from Paskutti.

As they re-entered the encanprment for their equi pnent, Varian saw the
children grouped about Dandy's enclosure, watching Lunzie feed it. |Its thick
little tail whisked this way and that either in greed or in enjoynent.

"I's Dandy eating well?"

"Second bottle," said Bonnard with possessive pride.

"Lunzi e says we can feed himwhen he gets to know us a bit better,"
Cleiti added and Terilla nodded, her bright eyes big with such an incredible
experience to anticipate.

Poor shi p-bound wench, thought Varian whose chil dhood had been spent
anong the animals of many worlds with her veterinarian parents. She couldn't
remenber the time when she hadn't had aninmals to cuddle and care for. Small
creatures brought to her parents for healing or observation had al ways been
her particul ar charges once her parents had deci ded she was a responsible
youngster. The only creatures she had never |iked were the Galorms. Her
instinct for aninmals had warned her the nonent those soft devils had been
di scovered on Al debaran 4, but as a very junior xenob, she had had to keep her
own counsel on her suspicions. At that she'd been lucky: she only had teeth
mar ks on her armwhere the Galorm s which had attacked those in her done had
begun its nocturnal feeding. The creature had already killed its handler



its hollow incisors had proved to contain a paralytic with which it controlled
its victinms. Fortunately the night guard, alerted to trouble by the
non- appearance of his relief, had roused the expedition, and the Galorm s had
been caught, contained and | ater exterm nated. The planet was interdicted.
"We' || see how Dandy behaves hinself first, Terilla," said Varian
firmy believing in an old adage, "once bitten, twi ce shy". The originator
had not had the Galormis in mnd, but the application was apt.
"How s Mabel ?" asked Lunzie, sparing Varian a gl ance.

Varian told her. "W're scouting north today. Kai's teans will have to
set up secondary canps soon but we don't want them encountering fang-faces,
like the ones that ate Mabel. Also, the geology teans are supposed to report
inif they sight any wounded beasts, so give us a toot right away, wll you,
Lunzi e?"

The physi ci an nodded agai n.

"Couldn't we cone with you, Varian?" asked Bonnard. "If you've the big
sl ed? Please, Varian?"

"Not today."

"You' re on compound duty, and you know it, Bonnard?" said Lunzie. "And
| essons. "

Bonnard | ooked so rebellious that Varian gave hima poke in the arm and
told himto shape up. Ceiti, nmore sensitive to adult disapproval, nudged him
in the ribs.

"W got out yesterday, Bon. We'll go again when it's proper."” Ceiti
smled up at Varian, though her expression was w stful

A nice child, Ceiti, Varian thought as she and the heavy-worlders
continued on to the storage shed for their equipnment. Varian checked the big
sled, despite the fact that Portegin had serviced it that norning.

They were airborne in good time, just after the norning' s first
downpour. As seened to be the rule on Ireta, the clouds then reluctantly
parted, allow ng the yellowwhite sunlight to beat down. Varian's face-nask
darkened in response to the change of |ight and she stopped squinting.
Sonetimes she found the curious yellow Iight of cloudy daytine nore piercing
than the full sun's rays.

They had to fly ten kilometres beyond the radius of the encanprent
before the telltale began to register life forms, nost of them already tagged.
The "dead" perimeter had been expandi ng ever since they |anded as if know edge
of the intruders had been slowy dissem nati ng anong the indi genous ani nal s.
This was a slowcop world, Varian thought, for on more . . . civilized, was
that the word she needed? Advanced, yes, that was nore accurate. On nore
advanced worl ds, the news of strangers seened to waft on the outgoing w nd of
their descent, and inhabitants nade thenselves scarce . . . Unless, of
course, it was an intelligent, non-violent world where everyone gat hered
around to see the new arrivals. Sonetines the wel cone woul d be discreet, not
defensi ve nor offensive, but distant. Varian thought of the defensive screen
around the domes and snorted to herself. The thing wasn't needed -- except to
keep insects out. At |east not under present circunstances, when the animals
stayed far away. Maybe the solution to Kai's problemwas sinply to establish
t he physical secondary canp, conmplete with small force-screen, give the |oca
wild-life a chance to drift away fromthe area, and then let his teanms nove
in.

Yet there was fang-face! The size of him She recalled tree tops
shivering at his passage in the tape Kai had nmade. The main force-screen
woul d burn him probably dissuade him. . . there hadn't been nuch
animal -1ife around those active vol canoes so creatures great and snall on
Ireta knew about fire and burn. The problemwas the snaller screens weren't
power ful enough to stop a determ ned attenpt by fang-face if he were hungry,
or scared, and that was what she had to allow for: the appetite of such
predators as fang-face.

Varian had taped a course for the north-east, the vast high plateau
ringed by the trenmendous nountains of the noon as Gaber had called them Two



subcontinents had ground into each other, Gaber had told her pedantically, to
force high those great stone peaks. The plateau beneath them had once been
ocean bed. Anyone returning to that area had been enjoined by Gaber and
Trizein to look for fossils on the rock faces. It was here, at the foot of
the new fold nountains, that Kai hoped to start finding pay dirt. This was
wel | beyond the ancient corings. For sone reason, the discoverey of the old
cores reassured Varian. Kai appeared worried about them and she coul dn't

i magi ne why. EEC wasn't likely to lose a planet they'd already tw ce

expl ored. Besides, the Theks lived | ong enough to correct any m stakes they
made -- if they ever nade any. O maybe it was because they had tinme enough
to correct any that it only appeared they were infallible.

Bet ween the plateau they were heading for, with its coarse ground cover,
not quite grass and not really shrub or thicket, was a wi de band of rain
forest through which Mabel's ilk passed, and where a fang-face was liable to
lurk. Far to the east were clouds of volcanic activity, and occasiona
t hunders, not neteorological in origin, runbled to the sensors of the sled.

They spotted one set of circling scavengers and | anded to investigate,
but the creature had | ong since been reduced to a bony structure, any evidence
of beast-gouging |l ong gone. The dead weren't carrion long on lreta.

Tenaci ous insects were riddling the skeleton with industrious pinchers so that
t he bones woul d be gone in the next day. The tougher skull was intact and
Varian, first spraying with antiseptic, examned it.

"One |ike Mabel ?" asked Paskutti as Varian turned the skull fromside to
side with her boot.

"Crested at any rate. See, the nasal passage extends . . . |'d say
Mabel and her kind smell a lot better than they see. Renmenber her perfornance
thi s nmorni ng?"

"Everything snmells on this planet," replied Paskutti w th enough
vehemence to cause Varian to | ook up. She thought he was bei ng hunmourous: he
was deadly serious.

"Yes, the place stinks but if she's used it, she'd catch the overlying
odours and take appropriate action. Yes, it's her nose that's her first line
of defence.”

She took some three dinmension close-ups, and broke off, with sone
effort, a piece of the nasal cartilage and a sliver of bone, for later study.
The skull was too cunbersone to transport.

The scavengers stayed al oft, but as soon as Varian lifted the sled they
descended as if they hoped the intruders had di scovered sonething they'd
m ssed in the well-picked carcass.

"Waste not, want not," Varian nuttered under his breath. Life and death
on Ilreta noved swiftly. Snmall wonder that Mabel, grievously wounded though
she was, had struggled to stay on her feet. Once down, the wounded sel dom
rose. Had she done Mabel any favours, succouring her so? O had they nmerely
post poned her early death? No, the wound was healing: the gouging teeth had
not incapacitated nuscle or broken bone. She'd live and, in time, be
conpl etely whol e agai n.

The sl ed now approached the general grazing area where they'd found
Mabel . Varian cut out the main engine, setting it to hover. The herd was
there, all right. Varian caught sight of the nottled hides under broad and
dri pping tree | eaves, down-wi nd of the creatures. They'd been too precipitous
before and scared the herd off, with the exception of Mabel who hadn't been
able to run fast enough

Varian wondered at the intelligence | evel of the herbivores. You'd
think this species would have | earned to set out sentinels, the way animls on
other inimcable worlds did, to forewarn the main herd of the arrival of
dangerous predators. No, the size of the brain in that bare skull had been
small, too small, Varian realized, to guide that great beast. A tail brain,
per haps? Long ago, far away, she'd heard of that conbination. Not unconmon
to have a secondary notor control unit in so large a beast. And then the
nasal passages had pushed the brain case back. Mre snmell than sense, that



was Mabel

"I see one, flank damaged," said Tardma, peering over the port side.
"Recent attack!"

Varian sighted in on Tardma's beast and suppressed a shudder. She saw
t he bl oodi ed nmess of flank and wondered at the stoicismof the injured beast,
chonpi ng away at tree | eaves. Hunger transcending pain, she thought. That's
t he dom nant quest on this planet, the ease of hunger.

"There is another one. An older wound," Paskutti said, touching
Varian's shoulder to direct her attention

The wound on the second beast was scabbed over, but when she intensified
the magnification she could see the squirmng life that was parasitic to the
wound. Cccasionally the herbivore interrupted its feeding to gnaw at its
flank, and masses of the parasites were dropping of, their hold on the raw
fl esh | oosened.

Slow y noving and stayi ng down-wi nd of the herd, they made their survey.
Wth few exceptions. the herbivores all displayed the gruesone flank gouges.
And the exceptions were the young, the smaller specinens.

"They can run faster?" asked Tardna.

"Not juicy enough, nmore likely," replied Varian

"Protected by the adults?" asked Paskutti. "You remenber that the
smal | est ones ran in the centre of the herd when we first encountered this
speci es. "

"I"d still like to knowwhy . . ."

"W may find out now. " said Paskutti, pointing bel ow.

At the furthest edge of the rain forest, one of the herbivores had
stopped eating and had stretched itself up on its hindlegs, its crested head
pointing steadily north. It dropped suddenly, wheeling, emtting a snorting
kind of whistle as it began to run due south. Another beast, not alarmed by
the departure of the first, seemed to catch the same scent. It too, whistled,
dropped to all fours and began to trundle south. One by one, independently,

t he herbivores noved away, the smaller ones followi ng the elders, and
gradual | y overtaking them The whistles grew nore noisy, frightened.

"We wait?" asked Tardmm, her blunt fingers twitching on the controls.

"Yes, we wait," said Varian, unconfortably aware of the suppressed
eagerness in Tardma's manner

They didn't have long to wait. They heard the crashing approach sone
seconds before seeing it, a pacing creature, head |ow, short forepaws extended
as it ran, its thick heavy tail counterbal ancing the heavy body. The big
j awed mouth was open, saliva foani ng through but not obscuring the rows of
spi key teeth. As it ran past the hovering sled, Varian sawits eyes, the
hungry little eyes, the vicious eyes of the predator

"Are we follow ng?" asked Tardma, her voice curiously breathy.

"Yes "
"To stop the ecol ogi cal bal ance?" asked Puskutti .
"Bal ance? What that creature does is not balance, That's not killing

for need: that's maimng for pleasure.”

Varian felt herself inwardly shaking with the force of her words. She
ought not to get so upset.

"Perhaps, perhaps not," said Paskutti and started the drive, to follow
t he predator.

Though it was not always in the scope, its course was easily followed by
t he broken or shaking trees, the sudden flurries of avian life fornms or the
startled scanpering of small ground creatures. |Its speed was consi derably
nore than the lunbering herbivores and it was only a matter of time before it
overcanme the distance between them |If Varian found herself responding to the
chase stimulus with quickened breath, dry throat and internal quivering, she
was astounded by the netanorphosic of the heavy-worlders. For the first tine
since she had worked with them they were displaying enotion: their faces
contorted with an excitement, a lust, an avidity that had nothing to do with
civilized reactions.



Varian was appalled and had she been at the controls instead of
Paskutti, she would have veered away fromthe finale of this chase. That, in
itself, would have been an act to undermine her authority over the
heavy-worl ders. They were tolerant of light gravity physical limtations, but
t hey woul d have been contenptuous of noral cowardice. She had, after all
Varian realized, organized this expedition to di scover how dangerous the
predator was to the herbivores and to secondary canps. She couldn't turn
asi de because of squeam shness. And she didn't understand her own reactions.
She' d seen nore hideous fornms of death, worse battles of animal agai nst
ani mal .

The predator had caught up with the main herd. It singled out one
beast, pursuing the terrified animal into a cul de-sac caused by fallen trees.
Frantic, the herbivore tried to clinb the trunks but it had ineffectua
forefeet for such exercise and too rmuch bulk for the | ogs to sustain.

Bl eating and whistling, it slid into its predator's grasp. Wth one mghty
bl ow of a hindleg, the carnivore downed the fright-paral yzed herbivore. The
predat or nmeasured a distance on the quivering flank; its front paws, far
smal | er than the nassive hindl egs, were al nost obscene in this gesture. The
her bi vore screaned as the predator's teeth sank into the flank and ripped off

a hideous mouthful. Varian wanted to retch.
"Frighten that horror away, Paskutti. Kill it!"
"You can't rescue all the herbivores on this world by killing one

predator," said Paskutti, his eyes on the scene bel ow, shining with what
Vari an recogni zed as a bl ood | ust.

"I"'mnot rescuing all of them just this one," she cried, reaching for
the controls.

Paskutti, his face once nore settling into the nore farniliar
enotionless lines, switched the sled to full power and dove at the carnivore
whi ch was settling itself for a second rending bite. As the sled s exhaust
singed it head skin, it roared. Rearing up, counterbal anced by the huge tail,
it tried to grab at the sled.

"Agai n, Paskutti."

"I know what |'m doing," said Paskutti in a flat, dangerous voi ce.

Vari an | ooked at Tardma, but she, too, had eyes for nothing but this
curious battle. Wy, thought Varian, appalled, he's playing with the
pr edat or!

This time Paskutti caught the predator off-balance. To keep upright, it
had to rel ease the herbivore.

"CGet up, you silly creature. Get up and run," cried Varian as the
whi stling, bleating grass-eater remai ned where it had fallen, blood oozing
fromthe bitten flank

"It hasn't wit enough to know it's free," replied Tardma, her tone even
but scornful

"Drive the carnivore back, Paskutti."

Vari an needn't have spoken for that was what the heavy-worl der was
doi ng. The predator, now recogni zing an eneny above it, attenpted to bat the
nmenace fromthe sky with its forel egs and nassive head. Instead, it was
driven, back, back, away fromthe herbivore.

Paskutti played with the creature who inpotently tried to, defend
itself. Before Varian realized what Paskutti intended, the man swung the sl ed
and let a full blast of its jets into the predator's head. A bellow of pain
assailed their ears as the sled accelerated violently forward, throw ng Tardma
and Varian against their straps. They were thrust in the other direction as
Paskutti veered back to survey the effect of his chastisenent.

The carnivore was trying to get its forepaws to its face, now bl ackened
and bleeding fromthe jet blast. It rolled its head in agony as it |urched
blindly about.

"Now l et us see if it has learned a | esson," Paskutti said and drove the
sl ed back towards the beast.

It heard the sled, roared and stunbled wildly in the opposite direction



"There, Varian. It has |learned that a sled neans pain. That one won't
bot her any area where it hears sleds."

"That wasn't what | was trying to do, Paskutti."

"You xenobs get soft-hearted. |It's tough, that killer. It'll recover.
You will want to tend the wounded herbi vore?"

Control ling her sudden revul sion of Paskutti with a trenendous effort,
Vari an nodded and busied herself with her veterinary supplies. The herbivore
was still on its side, too terrified to right itself and run. Its injured
linb twitched and the exposed muscles rippled, each time causing the herbivore
to whistle and bleat in pain. Varian ordered Paskutti to hover the sled
directly over the creature which was oblivious to anything except its terror
and pain. It was sinpler to sprinkle over an antibiotic and spray the seal on
from above. They continued to hover, at a higher altitude, until the beast
realized that it was no longer in any danger and struggled to its feet. Then
it sniffed about and, reassured, shook, bellowi ng as the reflex action caused
di sconfort in the leg. Abruptly it snatched at a hanging frond and nunched.

It |ooked for nore food, turning about and then finally began to wander away
fromthe trap, sniffing occasionally at the wi nd, bleating and whistling when
it remenbered it was wounded.

Varian felt Paskutti watching her. She didn't want to nmeet his eyes for
fear he woul d see her revulsion of him

"All right, let's extend our search in this area. W'Ill want to know
what other life forns live in these foothills before the geol ogi sts can safely
wor k here."

Paskutti nodded and swung the sled towards the north-east again. They
encountered and tagged three nmore herding types. Varian, still nunbed by the
earlier incident, gradually woke up to the fact that each of the new species
must have had sonme conmon ancestor before evolutionary differences devel oped
to put theminto a sub-grouping.

When they returned to the base canp as the eveni ng drenchi ng began
Varian noticed that Tardma and Paskutti
were as glad to be released fromthe close quarters of the sled as she was.
She told Paskutti to check the sled over, Tardma to give Gaber the tape files
and she went down to check on Mabel. The herbivore had reduced the trees of
its enclosure to nmere stunps. The full leg seal had held and Mabel did not
appear to favour the injured leg. Varian was both eager and reluctant to
rel ease her patient but the logistics of supplying Mabel with sufficient
fodder made her independence necessary. She decided to let Mabel go in the
nmorning and followit, at a discreet distance, in the sled. She would like to
establish if it had any instinctive direction, if it had any communi cation
with other nenbers of its herd of species. Today the herbivores had responded
to the dangerous approach of the predator on an individual basis. Too bad the
silly fools couldn't gang up on their killer. By mass they could over-power

it if they'd any courage at all. O any |eadership.
Coul d she stimulate Mabel's intelligence in any way, she wondered. And
as qui ckly deci ded such a programre would be inpossible. It would take too

| ong and the chances of success with Mabel's brain space were unlikely. Mabe
needed some physical nodifications to achieve any neasure of intelligence.
There wasn't room enough in its skull for nore than essential |oconotion
Unless it had spare brains inits tail! And there'd be nore notor control
too. O course, she had encountered species with auxiliary nerve centres for
controlling extremties while their intelligence, or main brain, was centrally
located in the nost protected part of their form Man was, Varian reni nded
herself, not for the first tine, rather badly designed. She understood the
Theks hel d that opinion

She was strolling thoughtfully back to the conmpound when she heard the
whush of a returning sled and her name called. She caught sight of Kai's
face. He | ooked happy about sonething. He was gesturing her to hurry up and
join him Wen she did, his usually conposed face was brimring wth
excitenment. Even Bakkun had an air of satisfaction about him



"We' ve got sone tapes you've got to see, Varian. W found one of your
fang-faces .

"Don' t talk to nme about it!"

"Huh? Had a rough day? Well, this will cheer you. | need your expert
opi nion."

"I will take our finding up to Gaber," said Bakkun, |eaving the
co-l eaders together as he strode towards the cartographer's done.

"You had a good day, then?" Varian put aside her negative nood. She
had no right to depress Kai, or spoil his achievenent.

"Very good. Just wait till you see,"” he was guiding her towards the
shuttle. "OCh, how was yours? Could you clear that north-east section of
foothills for a secondary canp?"

"Let's see your tapes first,
pi | ot cabin.

she said, and hurried himalong to the

"Admittedly, | don't know that nuch about ani mal behaviour,” he said as
he slid the tape into the viewer and activated the playback, "but this just
doesn't seemlogical. You see, we found the golden fliers a good hundred and

sixty kilometres fromthe sea
"What ? Doesn't nmke sense
The tape was pl ayi ng now and she matched as the fliers came on the
screen, the threads of grass visible in their beaks.
"You didn't think to . . ."
"I got sanples of all the greens, grass and bush .
"And they are green, instead of half-purple or blue

Now wat ch

"Fardl es! What's that thing doing there?" The predator had entered the
valley, a dwarf figure until the close-up lens nmagnified it to a conparative
life-size, "That's the beast that ate Mabel and . . ."

"Can't be the sane one . "

| realize that, but they are double dangerous. W had one today, took a

hunk out of another herbivore until we intervened. Wy, scorch the raker

he's eating grass!" Astonishnent silenced Varian. "I wonder what's so
essential in that grass. Dammed curious. You'd think they'd have everything
they need in their own environnent. Now, he might be local. But the fliers

couldn't be

"M th|nk|ng, too. Nowthis is the part that really baffles

The viewer now cane to the scene in which fliers were aware of predator
and it of them the defensive line of the golden creatures and their orderly
evacuati on.

"Kai! Kai! Were are you, man?" They heard the voi ce of D nenon
Kai's senior geologist. "Kai!"

"Ho, Dinenon, we're up front," Kai replied, pressing the hold on the
Vi ewer .

"We're here for the transuranics, aren't we?" asked Di menon at his nost
dramatic as he burst into the small cabin, an equally excited Aulia beside
hi m

"You bet. . ."

"We found the nother's own end of a great whopping saddl e of pitchbl ende
rich or 1'l'l give you every credit in nmy account!"

"Wher e?"

"You know we were to follow the south-eastern track of the old cores,
pick it up where it faltered? Well, where it faltered was at the edge of a
geosyncline, the orogenesis is nuch later than this area. It was Aulia who
noticed the vein, the brown lustre in the one sunny interval we had. W
pl anted seismimics on a rough triangulation and this is the reading we got."

D menon brandi shed the print-out as one proferred a treasure. "Rich -- high
up on the scale. Wy, this one find alone justifies the entire expedition
And with all those new fold mountains, |1'll bet this is the first of many. W

struck it, Kai. W struck it!"
Kai was pumel I ing D menon and Varian was hugging Aulia with conplete



lack of inhibition while the rest of the geol ogical team began to crowd into
the conpartment to add their congratul ations.

"I was begi nning to wonder about this planet. There were traces, yes,
but there ought to have been nore ore deposits . " Triv was saying.

"You forget, Triv," Gaber said, inking smears on his face which was for
once weathed with genuine good hunour, "we're on old continental shield, not
likely to have been much anyway."

"All we had to do was get beyond the shield, and | ook what we've got

al ready . " Dimenon again did his triunmphant dance, waving the print-out
tape like a streaner until it caught on Portegin's shoul der and began to tear
He ended his physical gyrations and carefully began to roll up the

all -important tape which he stowed in his chest pocket. "Over ny heart
forever!™

| thought | was there," Aulia teased him

"This would seemto call for a celebration," Lunzie said, putting her
head round the door.

"Don't tell ne you' ve got sone joy juice hidden away sonewhere?" cried
D menon, waggling an accusatory finger at her

"There's no end of ways to serve that fruit, you know," she replied, her
manner so bl andly innocent that Varian whooped.

"Wyul dn't you know Lunzi e woul d cone through?”

"Three cheers for Lunzie! The distilling dietician!"

"And how woul d you know it was distilled?" asked Lunzie suspiciously.

"Why el se was Trizein rigging up a fractional distillation colum?"

That warranted nore | aughter and congratul ati ons whi ch was why Varian
noti ced the sol erm heavy-worl ders were absent. She said nothing about it,
t hough she wondered. Surely Dimenon had nade no secret of the find on his way
up fromthe sled park. Were were the heavy-worlders that they wouldn't join
in the expedition's first real triunph?

Lunzi e was saying that she wasn't certain how good the brew woul d be.
The product had had no tine to settle or age but surely, Dinenon said in a
wheedl i ng tone, there'd be sonething to take the edge off the taste of it.
The group began to file out of the shuttle, noving towards the general purpose
done. Varian saw no sign of the heavy-worlders but there was a light in the
quarters they shared. Passing the central standard, she rang the al arm bel
in alert sequence. The iris opening of the heavy-worl ders" quarters w dened
slightly and massive shoul ders and a head appeared, outlined by the |ight.

"Yes?" It was Paskutti.

"Didn't you hear, Paskutti? A nmassive find of pitchblende. Lunzie's
distilled a beverage fromthe fruit. W're going to sanple it by way of
cel ebration.”

A huge hand waved and the iris closed.

"They bei ng al oof agai n?" asked Kai, pausing in his progress to the
| arge done

"They do have different enthusiams, it's true. . ." And abruptly
Vari an renenbered the glinpse she'd had of Paskutti's intense reaction to the
predator's attack on the herbivore.

"Al'l work, no play . . . «c¢'non, Paskutti," roared Kai. "Tardnma,
Tanegli, Bakkun . . . youlot . . ."

The iris opened again and the heavy-worl ders sedately crossed the
conpound to join the cel ebrants.

CHAPTER FI VE

By the time he had finished the first beaker of Lunzie's brew, Kai had

consi derably nmore respect for the versatility of the fruit and for Lunzie's
resour cef ul ness which was already |legend in the expedition. He m ght al npst
become a fruit-freak. His taste ran to a tart flavour in beverages and this
had a jolt that was satisfying as well as to his |iking.



He was startled to see Lunzie gravely pouring small beakers for the
t hree youngsters but when he half-rose in protest, she gave hima placid nod.
Kai wat ched as Bonnard sipped warily and then nade a di sappoi nted gri mace.

"Aw, Lunzie, it's just juice."

"Certainly. What else did you expect to get fromne at your age?"

"You' ve added sonet hi ng, though, haven't you, Lunzie?" said deiti,
smling to make up for Bannard' s conpl aint.

"Yes, | have. See if you can determ ne what it is."

"Probably sonething good for us," said Bonnard in a nunbl e which Lunzie
m ght not have heard for she was turning away.

Kai, thoroughly amused by the incident, noved to the dinner table and
began to fill a plate. There was a m xture of synthesized and natura
products, including a patty made of the algae Trizein had been cultivating.

It tasted faintly of the hydro-telluride that perneated everything on this
pl anet. Kai thought again that were it not for that stink, Ireta would be a
wonder ful assi gnment .

He stood a little apart as he ate, watching the other nenbers of his
teans, to gauge the general reaction to Dinmenon's and Margit's find. A strike
automatically increased the teanmis expeditionary earnings and there could be
some resentnent. O course now that they knew the shield | ands were stri pped,
they'd go right into the nearest orogenic zones. Finds would be the rule,

i nstead of the exception from now on.

And that woul d nmean Kai would have to report the finds to EV. How | ong
woul d he and Varian be able to suppress the fact that the expedition was no
| onger in contact with EEC? The teans woul d be expecting sonme sort of
acknow edgenent of their endeavours fromthe nother ship. Well, Kai thought,
he was within standard procedural nethods to wait until they' d done a thorough
survey of the site and assayed the yield. That would give hima few days
grace. Then it was entirely within the real mof operations that EV m ght not
strip the message fromthe beaner for another eight to ten days. After that,
he and Varian might be forced to adnit to the | ack of communication. O
course, by that tinme, maybe the vessel would have passed beyond the
i nterference of the stormand have picked up the backlog of reports. Kai
decided not to worry about that problemright now. And took a good sw g of
Lunzie's brew. It did go down snoothly, with only the faintest trace of
hydro-tel l uride.

d ancing around the room Kai noticed that Varian was intently watching
t he heavy-worl ders, her brows contracted in an expression of mild bew | dernment
Paskutti was | aughi ng, whi ch was unusual enough, at sonething Tanegli had
said. Could Lunzie's brew be having a | oosening effect on the heavy-worl ders?
That shoul dn't puzzle Varian. He went over to her

"Never seen Paskutti | aughing before?"

"Ch, you startled ne, Kai."

"Sorry, but they're . . . they're not drunk on the stuff, certainly .
" She held her own beaker out, peering at it quizzically. "They've had
just as much as | have but they're . . . they're different."

"I don't see any difference, Varian. Except this is only the second
time |'ve ever seen Paskutti laugh and |I've worked three standard years with

the man. That's nothing to get upset about . . . or," and he stared at her
intently a nonent, "did something happen today?"

"Yes and no. Ch, just a rather brutal incident . . . a predator
attacki ng one of Mabel's types. Nasty piece of work." She gave herself a
shake and then smiled with resolute good humour at him "lI'mtoo used to
donesticated animals, | guess.”

"Li ke the Gal orm s?"

She shuddered. "You do know how to cheer ne up." She stuck her tongue
out at himand then | aughed when he did. "No, the Galornus were clever, in
their owmn way. They had the wit to act appealing, |like the beasts we have al

cone to know and | ove through the nediumof the three-d tapes. M old
practical vet instructor always warned us never to trust any aninmal, no natter



how wel | we knew, liked or trusted it. But . . . oh, well. | have been
with that dour bunch a lot, and | guess I'mimagining things. This is a happy
occasion. So let's nake it one. Tonorrow s going to be very busy. And," she
added, turning her body to shield her words from anyone nearby, "what are we
going to do about a nessage to EV?"

"Thought about that nyself,"
handl e t he probl em

"That's okay by me, Kai, and eminently sensible. Only |I sure do hope we
hear within that period. Say, you might ask the Theks in your next contact if
they do remenber anything about a previous expedition here."

"Do | convey curiosity or disapproval because we were | anded wi t hout any
know edge of a previous expedition?"

"Do the Theks appreciate either enotional prod?"

"I doubt it, but the trick is to get them actively thinking about
anyt hi ng. "

"By the tinme they've had their think, we could well be gone fromhere."
She paused and then, sort of surprised at her own words, added, "You don't
suppose that Elder Thek is fromthe original group?"

and Kai told her how he proposed they

"Varian, it takes a mllion years to produce the tectonic changes that
buried the other cores. Not even a Thek is that long-lived."
"I'ts son, maybe? Direct nmenory transfer? | know they practise that

bet ween generations."
"That could be it?"
"What ?"
"How al | know edge of Ireta got lost. |Inaccurate nenory transfer
"There you go again, Kai, accusing the Theks of fallability. And here
t hey' ve done half your work for you!"
Kai gave her a quick worried | ook but she was teasing him

"Not the dangerous half . . . just sketched in the shields. Wich
remnds ne, if you can spare them 1'd like to borrow the heavy-worl ders
tomorrow. We've got to nove a |ot of equiprment and Dimenon says the terrain
is wicked. Gaber will have to be on the spot for detail ed napping."

"Who does that |eave in canp on duty?"

"Lunzie prefers to stay in, on call. Divisti wants to do sone tests and

Trizein won't stir out of his lab. ©h, fardles, the younger contingent

"Don't worry about them 1'll take 'em 1'd like to see the pay dirt
myself. 1t'd do them good. W can spin off and | eave you to work in peace.
| think Bonnard could nmanage the tell-tagger, even if you don't -- "

"It's not that |I don't, Varian . "

"I"'mteasing you, Kai. But the kids'Il be quite as useful for ne to
check the vicinity for the deposition of wildlife as the heavy-worlders. So
long as we stay in the sled," she added as she noticed Kai about to caution
her .

Lunzie joined themat that point and Kai conplinmented her on the drink

Lunzi e frowned as she regarded the pitcher of |iquid dubiously.

"I't's not right yet. | shall distill it again, to see if | can't filter
out that hint of hydro-telluride."

"By all means keep at it, Lunzie," said Kai and held out his beaker for

her to fill, conplaining when she did not.

"You don't need a big head for tomorrow. This fruit is potent.” Lunzie
nodded towards the heavy-worl ders whose deep | aughs were rolling through the
donme with increased frequency. "They feel its effects and their netabolism

can tolerate nore al cohol than ours."

"They do | ook drunk, don't they, Varian?"

"Drunk? Perhaps." It could, Varian thought, account for the way they
were handling each other. Alcohol was a nmild aphrodisiac for sone species.
She'd never heard that it affected the heavy-worlders that way. She was
wondering if she ought to speak to them when suddenly, as if noved by a
spont aneous signal, the heavy-worlders left the done.



"It's good to see sone who can recognize their limtations?" said
Lunzie. | will take their tacit advice, and renmpve tenptation."”

Varian protested that she'd only had one serving: Kai had had two.
Lunzi e gave her a splash nore and then strode out of the done. Gaber
hal f-fol |l owed her, but a curt remark stopped himat the door. Scowing, the
cartographer cane back to Varian and Kai.

"The evening's only started,"” he said in an aggrieved tone. "Wy did
she have to renove the drink?"

"She's worried about its potency." Varian studied the pale greenish
liquid in her beaker with nmarked suspicion. "It sure made an inpression on
t he heavy-worl ders."

Gaber snorted. "No need to deprive us because they have soft heads in

spite of their heavy nuscles.”

Kai and Varian exchanged gl ances because Gaber was slurring sone of his
wor ds whet her he was oblivious to the fact or not. He took a careful sip,
closing his eyes to concentrate on an appreciation of the taste. "First
decent thing on this planet," he said. "Only thing that doesn't snell. And
Lunzi e makes off with it. Not fair. Just not fair."

"W've a heavy day tonorrow, Gaber."

"Did you tell her to ration us?" Gaber was quite willing to transfer
his irritation fromLunzie to Kai and Varian

"No. She's the dietician and the physician, Gaber. This stuff is
apparently not up to standard. There could be adverse reactions to it and
tonmorrow . "

"I know, | know," and Gaber waved his hand irritably to cut off Kai's
sentence. "We've a big day tonorrow. Just as well we have sonething like
this to sustain us when we're . " Now he abruptly concluded his
sentence, gl ancing apprehensively at Kai who affected not to notice. "It does
have a funny taste to it." He hurried off.

"Sustain us when . . . what, Kai?" asked Varian, concerned."

"Gaber canme up with the ass-headed notion that we' ve been planted."

"Planted?" Varian suppressed the words behind her hand and then let her
| aughter loose. "I doubt it. Not on a planet as rich in the transuranics as
this one. No way. Those ores are too badly needed. And it isn't as if
they' d | anded heavy equi pnent for us to do any sort of mning. Certainly not
transuranic refining. Gaber's the original gloomguy. He can't ever |ook on
t he bright side of things."

"I laughed at him too, Varian, only .

"Co- | eader Kai," Varian glowered at himsternly, of course you did.
It's stupid, silly and I only wish that the other reports had been picked up
fromthe satellite so | didn't have any doubts." She gave Kai a frantic | ook
t hen shook her head. "No, it won't wash. W're not planted. But, if we
don't hear fromEV, | wouldn't trust Gaber not to spread that runmour." She
| ooked at her enpty beaker. "Damm Lunzie! Just when | need a drop nore."

"I thought we'd decided not to worry about EV."

"I"'mnot. Just grousing. | like that junk! |It's got a certain curious
jolt toit."

"Probably a nutritional additive," said Kai, renenbering Bannard's
conpl ai nt .

Varian burst out |aughing. "Trust Lunzie for that. Qur health is her

first concern.”

D menon, his arm possessively about Margit, cane strolling over to them
He couldn't have had nore to drink than anyone el se, since Lunzie had kept
control of the pitcher, but his face was flushed and he was decidedly merry.
He inforned Kai that he insisted that the pitchbl ende m ne be naned after
Margit. She was equally insistent that they share the triunph, as was
customary, and the two fell to good-natured bickering, each calling for
support fromspecial friends in the teamuntil everyone was involved in
di scussi on.

Gaber was not the only one annoyed by Lunzie's precipitous departure



with the drink, and Kai was surprised to hear a good deal of veiled conplaints
about the heavy-worlders. |t caught hi munawares as he'd been nore sensitive
to friction between the geol ogi cal teans.

The next norning, he had additional cause for thought about the
heavy-worl ders for they were not operating in their usual stolid dependable
fashion: they nmoved sl uggi shly, awkwardly, |ooked tired and were al npst
sul lenly qui et

"They coul dn't have got hung over in two hal f-beakers?" Varian mnurnmnured
to Kai as she, too, noticed the glum manner of her team "And their quarters
were dark early. They ought to have got enough sleep.”

"If they got to sleep. . ." Kai replied grinning.
Vari an dropped her jaw in surprise and then she giggl ed.
"I tend to forget they nust have a sex drive. It's a weird cycle,

conpul sive in the rut, so to speak, on their own planet. GCenerally, they
don't when they're on a mssion."

"There isn't a law against it for them is there?"

"No, it's just they don't . . ." She seened to find it nystifying.
"Well, they' Il sweat it out on those slopes this norning?" she added, | ooking
at the foothills that fol ded higher and higher until the overthrust nountains
domi nated the skyline. They were standing at the base of the saddle ridge of
pi t ch-bl ende, | ooking down the fold linmb. The brown |ustrous vein was visible

where dirt had been blown clear. "This is a fantastic deposit, Kai. And so
isits location. Wiy one of the big mning ships can just squat right down
and crunch up all of it w thout moving again." She had enphasi zed her words

by rolling her r's, and gesturing graphically with her fingers in clawlike
attitudes.

"I didn't realize you'd worked with a geol ogy team before."

"Gal ormwas explored for its mnerals, not its wildlife, Kai
Admittedly the wildlife nade the beam ines but we xenobs were just along to
cat al ogue anot her variation of Life."

"Do you ever m nd?"

"What ? Bei ng second?" She shrugged and sniled to reassure him "No,
Kai. Energy is a lot nore inportant than wildlife."

"Life," and he paused to stress the inclusiveness of the word, "is far
nore inmportant than any inani mate object " he gestured to the
pi t chbl ende.

"Whi ch just happens to be essential to sustain life -- on other planets,
and in space. W have to sustain, protect and investigate. |'mhere to

inspect the life that exists on Ireta, and you're here to insure that life
el sewhere can continue on its grand and glorious scale. Don't fret on ny

account, Kai. The experience | gain here may just one day put ne where
really want to be . "
"Which is . . ." Ka was also trying to see what Paskutti and Tardna

were doing with a seisnmograph.

"Planetary preserver. Now," she went on, noticing his diverted
attention, |1'd better enhance the reputation needed to be one by studying
those fliers of yours. | can survey this area first."

They both caught in their breaths as Tardnma faltered, struggled to
regai n her bal ance and the backpack of delicate instrunmentati on which she was
bringing up the far slope.

"What the fardles did Lunzie put in that joy juice of hers to queer them
up so?"

"It's Ireta that's doing it to them The drink didn't affect us that
way. |'moff now, Kai. 1've only to gather the youngsters."

"I"ll need the big sled back here, you know. "

"Yes, by sundown! Shout if you need it sooner,'
her wist conunit.

Bonnard was di sappointed to be dragged away before the first seisnic
shot but, when Dinenon told himit would take several hours to set up, he went
willingly with Varian.

she said, gesturing to



Terilla had been enchanted by unusual flowering vines and, carefully
wearing her thick gloves, had gathered different types which she had placed in
the bags Divisti had given her for the purpose. Cdeiti, who tended to be
Bannard' s ai de and assistant, regarded the younger girl's activity with
supercilious disdain. Varian shooed themall towards the big sled and told
themto settle in and belt up. She was checking the flight board when she was
struck by the sled' s el apsed hours of use. Surely she hadn't put twelve hours
flight tine on it yesterday? Even subtracting the two hours needed to reach
these foothills, she couldn't have racked up nore than six hours the day
before. That left a huge whack unaccounted for -- and made the sled due for a
recharge and servi cing.

She' d ask Kai about it when she returned. Maybe she sinply hadn't
recorded accurately, or the sled had been used here when she'd been busy
el sewhere

She showed Bonnard how to operate the tagger, Ceiti howto read the
life-formtelltale, and Terilla how to be sure the recorder was functioning as
they' d be passing over relatively undetailed terrain. The youngsters were
delighted to have sone responsibility and |istened attentively as Varian
expl ai ned the quartering pattern she would follow as they surveyed the genera
vicinity for dangerous life forms. Although Varian was sceptical about the
duration of their enthusiasmonce the tasks had settled into routine, their
exuberance made a nice change fromthe sober conpany of the heavy worl ders.

The three young people hadn't had that much occasion to see the rawlife
of a virgin planet, and had had only the one trip since they' d | anded on
Ireta. They chattered happily as Varian lifted the sled and circled the
geol ogi cal site.

At first there wasn't nuch to telltale or tag. Mst of the animal life
was small and kept hidden fromsight. Bonnard was jubilant when he tagged
some tree-dwel |l ers which Varian thought must be nocturnal since they didn't so
much as nove fromtheir tree boles when the sled overpassed them Terilla
periodically reported the recorder functioning but the ground cover would make
details of the area difficult to read. |In the lowfoothills, as they
quartered back towards the pitchbl ende saddl e, the sled s noise flushed a
group of fleet little animals which Bonnard gleefully tagged and Terilla
triunmphantly taped. Slightly put out by the success of the others, Ceiti's
turn came when she read telltales of a cave-dwelling life form They did not
show t hensel ves but the readi ngs were | ow enough on the scale to suggest small
creatures, burrowers or tinmd night beasts that would be unlikely to cause
probl ems for any secondary canp.

In fact, Varian had to conclude that nothing of any potentially
dangerous size could be found in the foothills surrounding the pitchbl ende
di scovery. Nonethel ess, size did not, as she pointed out to the children
relate to the potential danger of a creature. Some of the smallest were the
nost deadly. The one you could hear com ng was the safest: you could take
evasi ve action. Bonnard snorted at the notion of running away." | like plants
better than animals," said Terilla.

"Plants can be just as dangerous,"” replied Bonnard in a repressive tone.

"Li ke that sword plant?" asked Terilla with such i nnocence that Varian
who was suppressing her |aughter at the girl's apt query, could not consider
the child guilty of malice

Bonnard growl ed at the rem nder of his painful encounter wth that
particul ar plant and was patently trying to think of a put-down for Terilla.

"Your instrunents are transmitting," said Varian, to forestall a
quarrel

The sl ed was passing over an area of squat trees and thick undergrowh
which triggered the telltale at a | arge enough scale and sufficient
concentration to warrant some investigation. The terrain was rocky and steep
whi ch suggested the inhabitants were not rum nants. However, after circling
wi t hout flushing the creatures, Varian decided that the area was far enough
fromthe ore deposit to be a negligible danger. She marked the co-ordinates



for later study when a group expedition could be nounted. Despite the genera
high | evel of violent |life and death on Ireta, one could be too cautious. If
Kai sited the secondary canmp high enough up in the foothills to avoid the
worst predatory life, the force-screen would be sufficient to deter poisonous
i nsects and dangerous smaller animals. It wasn't as if a herd of Mabels was
likely to come ranpagi ng up the sl opes and stanpedi ng t hrough the
force-screen.

She finished her survey, cautioned the youngsters to check the seat
belts they had | oosened to attend to their instrunments, and, tapping in the
co-ordinates for the inland sea, gave the sled full power.

Even so it took a good hour and a half to reach their destination. She
wi shed that Divisti had had a chance to run an analysis of the grasses which
Kai and Bakkun had collected at the Rift Valley. The report m ght have given
Varian sone insight to the habits of the fliers but, perhaps it was wi ser to
observe these fascinating creatures w thout preconceived notions.

Varian was pleased with the behavi our of the youngsters on the flight:
they asked nore intelligent questions than she'd been led to expect fromthem
sometines straying in areas of which she had little know edge. They seened
annoyed that she was not a portable data retrieval unit.

Cleiti was the first to spot the fliers, and preened herself for that
feat later on. The creatures were not, as Varian had unconsciously expected,
perched on the cliffs and rocks of their natural habitat, nor singly fishing.
A large group -- not a flock for that was a | oose collection of a simlar
species, and the fliers gave the appearance of organization -- was gathered
above the broad end of the inland water, at its deepest part, where the cliffs
narrowed to formthe narrow i sthnus through which the parent sea pushed the
tide waters to flush the vast inland basin; a tide which seldom had force
enough to crawl nore than a few inches up the verge on the farthest shore,
fifty kil onmetres away.

"I'"ve never seen birds doing that," Bonnard excl ai med.

"When did you ever see free birds in flight?" asked Varian, a bit
chagrined that her tone emerged sharper than she'd intended.

"I have | anded, you know," said Bonnard with mld reproach. "And there
are such things as training tapes. | watch a lot of those. So, those aren't
acting like any other species |'ve ever seen.”

"Qualifications accepted, Bonnard, | haven't either."

The golden fliers were sweeping low in what had to be considered a
pl anned formation. The sled was a bit too far for unaided vision of the
observers to perceive exactly what happened to jerk the line of fliers to half
their previous forward speed. Sone of the fliers were dragged downward
briefly but, as they beat their wings violently to conpensate, they recovered
their positions in the Iine and slowy, the whole mass began to lift up, away
fromthe water's surface.

"Hey, they've got sonething in their claws," said Bonnard who had
appropriated the screen fromCeiti and had adjusted it to the distance
factor. "lI'd swear it is anet. It is! And they're dragging fish fromthe
water. Scorch it! And | ook what's happeni ng bel o "

Varian had had tine to adjust her mask's nagnification and the girls had
crowded over the small viewer plate with Bonnard. They could all see clearly
the roiling water, and the frenzied thrusts and junmps of the aquatic life
whi ch unsuccessfully tried to penetrate the nets and the captured prey.

"Nets! Howin the raking rates do fliers achieve nets?" Varian's
comment was nore for herself than the children

"I see claws half down their wings, there, where it goes triangul ar
Can't see clearly enough but, Varian, if they've an opposing digit, they could
make nets."

"They could and they must have, because we haven't seen anything el se
bri ght enough on Ireta to make "emfor 'em"

Cleiti giggled, snothering the sound in her hand. "The Ryxi won't |ike
this."



"Why not?" Bonnard demanded, regarding his friend with a frown.
intelligent avian life is very rare, ny xenob says."

"The Ryxi |like being the only smart ones,"” said Ceiti. "You know how
Vrl used to be . " Somehow the child | engt hened her neck, hunched her
shoul ders forward, swept her hands and arns back |ike fol ded wi ngs and assuned
such a haughty expression by pulling her nouth and chin down that she exactly
resenbl ed the arrogant Vrl.

"Don't ever let himsee that," Varian said, tears of |aughter in her
eyes. "But it's a terrific mnme, Ceiti. Terrific."

Cleiti grinned at their success as Bonnard and Terilla regarded her with
expressions akin to awe.

"Who el se can you do?" asked Bonnard.

G eidi shrugged. "Wo did you want?"

"Not now, kids. Later. | want tape on this phenonenon."

The three youngsters inmedi ately took their assigned stations as the
sled foll owed the burdened fliers towards the distant cliffs. Varian had tine
to dwell on the subtler inplications of the fliers' fishing. The creatures
were quite obviously the nobst intelligent species she had encountered on
Ireta. Nor had she cone across another cooperative avian race: at |east, at
this level. Bannard's xenob was not accurate in saying that intelligent avian
life was rare: domnant intelligent avian Iife was, however. So often w nged
life was in such desperate conpetition with ground based life for the sane
foods that all their energies had to be directed to the procurenent of food,
or the preservation of the home nest, and the succour of the young. Wen a
life formspecialized, dropping the forearmwi th mani pul ative skill for the
wing of retreat, they lost a trenendous advantage in the battle of survival.

The golden fliers of Ireta seemed to have nmanaged to retain the
vestigial hand w thout expense to the wing, thus used their flight advantage
beautiful ly.

Cccasionally smaller fish fell fromthe nets, back into the sea, to
cause nore frothing as the submarine deni zens struggled to secure the prizes.
Twi ce, i mense heads rolled avidly up fromthe deeps, futilely as the fliers
passed with their tenpting | oads.

Now t he four observers saw additional fliers materializing fromthe
cl oudy skies, swooping down to take positions along the edges of the nets,
supporting the load and relieving the first fishers. Thus assisted, the
formati on picked up speed.

"How fast are they going now, Varian?" asked Bonnard for the xenob had
been carefully matching the forward notion, staying behind but above the
fliers.

"Wth this tail wind, | make it twenty kph, but | think they'Il gain air
speed with all this reinforcenent.”

"They're so beautiful," said Terilla softly. "Even hard at work,
they're graceful and see how t hey gl eam™

"They look as if they were travelling in their own personal sunlight,"
said Cleiti, "but there's no sun.”

"Yeah, what's with this crazy planet?" said Bonnard. "It stinks and
there's never any sun. | did want to see a sun when | got a chance."
"Well, here's your nonment," said Terilla, crowing with delight as the

unpr edi ct abl e happened and the clouds parted to a glinpse of the green sky and
t he white-hot yellow sun.

Varian | aughed with the others and al nost w shed that the face-nmasks
didn't adjust instantly for the change in light. The only way she knew t hat
there was sun at the nonent were the shadows on the sea.

"We're being followed!" Bannard's anused tone held a note of awe.

Huge submarine bodi es now | aunched up and sl ammed down on the shadow
which the air sled cast on the waters behind it.

"I"'mglad we're ahead of them" Cleiti said in a small voi ce.

"There's the biggest crazy |'ve ever seen!" Bonnard sounded so startled
that Varian turned round.



"What was it, Bonnard?"

"I couldn't tell you. |1've never seen anything like it in all ny born
days, Varian."

"Was the taper on it?"

"Not on that," said Terilla, apologetically. "Forward, on the fliers."

"Here, let me have it, Ter. | know where to point." Bonnard assuned
control and Terilla noved asi de.

"It"'s like a flat piece of fabric, Varian," Bonnard was saying as he
sighted across the stern of the sled. "The edges flutter and then . . . it
sort of turns over on itself! Here conmes another!”

The girls gave small squeals of revulsion and delighted fear. Varian
slewed round in the pilot seat and caught a glinpse of sonething grey-blue
whi ch did, as Bonnard said, flutter like a fabric caught in a strong breeze.
She caught sight of two points hal f-way up one side (like claws?), then the
creature flipped over, end for end, and entered the water with nore of a sw sh
than a splash, as Ceiti put it.

"How big would you say it was, Bonnard?"

"I'"d judge about a netre on each side but it kept switching. |'ve got
good tapes of that last leap. | set the speed half again higher so you can
pl ay back for nore detail."

"That's using your head, Bonnard."

"Here comes another! Rakers! Look at the speed on that thing!"

"I'd rather not," said Terilla. "How does it know we're here? | don't
see any sort of eyes or antenna or anything. It can't see the shadows."
"The fringes?" asked Bonnard. "Sonar?"

"Not for |eaping out of water," replied Varian. "W'I| possibly find
out how it perceives us when we can replay. Rather interesting. And were
those claws | saw? Two of then®"

"That's bad?" Bonnard had caught the puzzled note in her voice.

"Not bad, Bonnard, but dammed unusual. The fliers, the herbivores and
the predators are pentadactyl which isn't an unlikely evolution, but two
digits on a side flange?"

| saw flying longies once," said Cleiti in a bright hel pful voice.

"They were a nmetre long and they undul ated. No feet at all, but they could
ripple along in the air for kilonmetres."

"Light gravity planet?"

"Yes, Varian, and dry!"

The sun had sl unk behind the clouds again and the thin noonday drizzle
settled in so that the others | aughed at her sour conment.

"Digits are inmportant in evolution, aren't they, Varian?" asked Bonnard.

"Very. You can have intelligent life, like those avians, but until a
speci es becones a tool user, they don't have much chance of rising above their
envi ronment . "

"The fliers have, haven't they?" asked Bonnard with a broad grin for his
pl ay on words.

"Yes, Bonnard, they have," she replied with a | augh

"I heard about thembeing in the rift valley, with grasses?" Bonnard
went on. "Is this why they got that type of grass? To make the nets?"

"There was a |l ot of thick tough grass around the place where we saved
Dandy, and that was a lot closer for them" said deiti.

"You're right there, Ceiti. |1've thought the fliers m ght need the
rift valley grass for sone dietary requirenment."

"I have sonme of the vegetation fromthe grove of fruit trees, Varian,"
said Terilla.

"You do? That's great. W can do some real investigation. How clever
of you, Terilla."

"Not clever, you know nme and plants,’
flushed with reaction to the praise.

"I take back what | said about your stupid plants,
unusual magnami nity.

said the girl, but her cheeks were

said Bonnard with



"I"ll be very keen to see how mature their young are?" Varian said,
havi ng quietly considered the curious habits of the golden creatures for a few
m nut es.

"How mature? Their young? 1Isn't that a contradiction?" asked Bonnard.

"Not really. You are born very young . "

Cleiti giggled. "Everyone is, or you mouldn t be young

"I don't nean age, | nean ability, Ceiti. Now, let's see mhat
conparisons | can draw for you ship-bred . "

"I lived ny first four years on a pl anet,

"Did you? Which one?"

"Arthos in the Aurigae section. |'ve touched down on two nore and
stayed for nonths."

"And what animals did you see on Arthos?" Varian knew but Terilla so
sel dom vol unteered any information, or had a chance to with such aggressive
personalities as Cleiti and Bonnard.

"We had milk cows, and four-I|egged dogs, and horses. Then there were
si x-1 egged dogs, offoxes, cantileps and spurges."

"Seen any tape on cows, dogs and horses, Ceiti? Bonnard?"

"Sure!"

"Al'l right, cows and horses bear |ive young who are able to rise to
their feet about a half hour after birth and, if necessary, run with their
danms. They are therefore born mature and al ready programred for certain
instinctive actions and responses. You and | were born quite small and
physically i mature. W had to be taught by our parents or guardi ans how to
eat, walk, run and tal k, and take care of ourselves."

"So?" Bonnard regarded Varian steadily, waiting for the point of her
di sgression.

"So, the horse and cow don't learn a lot fromtheir parent's: not much
versatility or adaptability is required of them Wereas human babi es

said Terill a.

"Have to learn too nuch too soon too well and all the tinme?" said Ceit
wi th such an exaggerated sigh of resignation that Varian chuckl ed.

"And change hal f of what you learn when the info gets up-dated," she
added, synpathetically. "The main advantage hunmans have is that they do
| earn, are flexible and can adapt. Adapt to sone pretty weird conditions

"Li ke the stink here," put in Bonnard.

"So that's why |I'mcurious about the maturity of the fliers at birth."

"They'd be ovi parous, wouldn't they?" asked Bonnard.

"More than likely. | don't see that they'd be ovovivi parous
too much weight for the nother if she had to carry her young for any Iength of
time. No, |'d say they'd have to be oviparous, and then the eggs woul d hatch

fledglings, unable to fly for quite sone time. That might account, too, for
the fishing. Easier to supply the hungry young if everyone cooperates."

"Hey, look, Varian," cried Bonnard who had not left off watching through
the screen, "There's a change-over on the net carriers. Bells! but they're
organi zed. As neat a change-over as |'ve ever seen. |'Il bet the fliers are
the nost intelligent species on Ilreta."

"Quite likely but don't junp to any conclusion. W' ve barely begun to
explore this planet."

"Are we going to have to go over all of it?" Bonnard was briefly
di smayed.

"Ch, as much as we can while we're here," she said in a casual tone.
What if they had been planted? "Apart fromits odour, Ireta isn't too bad a
place. |1've been in a |lot worse."

| don't really mind the snell . . " Bonnard began, half in apol ogy,
hal f in self-defence

"I don't even notice it anynore," said Terilla.

"I do mind the rain . " Bonnard continued, ignoring Terilla's
comment. "And the gloom™



At which point the sun emnerged

"Can you do that again whenever we feel the need of sunlight?" asked
Varian as the girls giggled over the opportuneness.

"l sure wish I could!"

Once again the angle of the sun projected a distorted shadow of the sled

on the water and the fish, large and small, shattered the surface in vain
attenpts to secure the reality of that shadow. Varian had Bonnard tape the
attacks for later review It was an easy way to catal ogue the submarine life,
she said.

"I sailed once on shore | eave at Boston-Betel geuse,"” said Bonnard after
the sun, and the predatory fish, had deserted them

"You woul dn't catch ne sailing on that!" said Cleiti, pointing to the
wat er .

"I wouldn't, but something el se would, wouldn't it?"

" Huh?"

"Catch you, silly face!"

"Ch, you're so funny!"

Additional fliers energed fromthe clouds to relieve the net carriers
who sped up and away, as if pleased to be free of their chore. The convoy,
strengt hened by the reinforcements, picked up speed, veering slightly east,
towards the highest of the prom nences. They were not, as Varian had assuned,
going to have to cross the entire sea to reach a honme base.

"Hey, That's where they're heading. | can see other fliers on the cliff
top, and the front is all holey, with caves!" cried Bonnard, delighted.

"They live in caves to keep their furs dry, and their fledglings safe
fromthe sea creatures,"” said Terilla with unusual authority." Birds have
feathers, stupid."

"Not always," Varian replied. "And those fliers appear to have fur
which is, sonetinmes, a variation of a feather, in some beasts."

"Are we going to land and find out for sure?" asked Bonnard in a
ponderous tone of voice so everyone caught his pun. Cdeiti swatted at him and
Vari an groaned, shaki ng her head.

"No, we're not landing now. It's dangerous to approach ani mal s when
they're feeding. W know where the fliers live now That's enough for one
day."

"Coul dn't we just hover? That won't disturb them"”

"Yes, we could."”

More of the golden creatures energed fromcrevices and caves in the
cliff, and gracefully swooped up to the summit which Varian could see was
relatively flat for about five hundred netres where it dropped off into very
rough and boul der-strewn sl opes.

"What're they going to do now?" asked Bonnard. "That net's too big to
get in any one of those cave entrances . . Gh. . ." Bannard's
guesti on was answered as the entire group of fllers now carried the net up
over the edge of the cliff and suddenly dropped one side, spilling the fish
onto the summit plateau

From every direction fliers converged on the catch. Some |anded, w ngs
slightly spread, to waddle in an ungainly fashion towards the shinmrering piles
of fish. Ohers swooped, filled their throat pouches and di sappeared into
their cliff holes. For all the varied approaches, the dispersal of the catch
occasi oned no squabbling over choice fish. As the four watched, there were
peri ods when no fliers were picking over the fish. They did seemto be
sel ecti ve.

"Sharpen the focus on the viewer, Bonnard," said Varian." Let's get sone
frames of what they didn't eat "

"Those fringe things, the small ones.”

"Maybe That's why the fringe fliers were after us. They'd taken their
young . " said Terilla.

"Nah!" Bonnard was contenptuous. "The fringies hadn't eyes, much | ess
brai ns, so how could they be sentinmental about their young?"



| dunno. But we don't know that they aren't. Fish could have enotions.
| read sonewhere that "

"Ch you!" Bonnard gestured her perenptorily to silence.

Varian turned, worrying that his attitude might bother the child since
his tone was unwarranted but she seemed unperturbed. Varian prom sed herself
a few choice words with Bonnard. And then vetoed the notion. The young of
every species seened to work things out anong thenselves fairly well.

She peered into the viewer herself, to see the rejects. "Sone aquatic
creatures are capable of loyalties and kindness to their own species, but 1'd
say that the fringe organismis too primtive yet. They probably spawn

mllions of eggs in order for a fewto survive to adulthood -- to spawn agai n.
Qur fliers don't include themin their diet, though. Nor those spiny types.
Bonnard, you've been helping Trizein and Divisti: take a good | ook! Seen any

of those in the marine sanples we've given then®?"

"No. New ones on ne."

"Course, we sanpled fromthe main oceans . . ." Most of the fliers
had di sappeared now and only the rejected specimens were left, to rot on the
st one.

"Varian, |look!" Bonnard, again at the screen, gestured urgently. "I've
got it lined up . . . look!"

Vari an pushed his hand aside as he was so excited he was obscuring the
view. One of the small fringers was nmoving, in that strange fashion
col I apsi ng one side and flipping over. Then she saw what had excited Bonnard:
unsupported by water, its natural elenent, the internal skeleton of the
creature was outlined through its covering. She could plainly see the joints
at each corner. It noved by a deformation of parallelograns. It noved once,
twice nore and then lay still, its fringes barely undul ating, then not at all
How | ong had it survived w thout water, Varian wondered? Ws it equipped with
a dual set of lungs to have lived so | ong away from what was apparently its
natural element? WAs this creature on its way out of its aquatic phase
nmovi ng onto | and?

"You got all that on tape, didn't you?" Varian asked Bonnard.

"Sure, the nonment it started noving. Can it breathe oxygen?"

"I hope it can't," said Cleidi. | wouldn't want to nmeet that wet sheet
in a dark dripping forest."” She shuddered with her eyes tightly shut.
"Neither would I," said Varian, and nmeant it.

"Couldn't it be friendly? If it wasn't hungry all the tinme?" asked
Terilla

"Wet, sliny, wapping its fringes around you and choki ng you to death,"
sai d Bonnard, naking novenents like his horrifying inage.

"It couldn't wap around nme," Terilla said, unmoved. "It can't bend in
the middle. Only on the edges."

"It isn't nmoving at all now," Bonnard said, soundi ng di sappoi nted and
sad.

" Speaki ng of moving," said Varian glancing toward the one bright spot in
the grey skies, "that sun is going down."

"How can you tell ?" asked Bonnard sarcastically.

"I"'m Il ooking at the chrono."

Cleiti and Terilla giggled.

"Couldn't we | and and see the fliers up close?" asked Bonnard, now
wi stful.

"Rul e nunmber one, never bother animals when feeding. Rule nunber two,
never approach strange animals without first closely observing their habits.
Just because the fliers haven't attenpted to take bites out of us doesn't mean
they aren't as dangerous as those mndl ess predators.™

"Aren't we ever going to observe themup close?" Bonnard was
persi stent.

"Sure, when |I've applied rule nunmber two, but not today. |1'mto bring
the sled back to the pitchblende site."

"Can | conme with you when you do come back?"



"That's possible.™

"Prom se?"

"No. | just said it was possible, Bonnard, and that's what | nean."

"I"mnever going to learn anything on this trip if | don't get out and
do some field work, away from screens and . "

"I'f we brought you back to the ship with a part or parts mssing, left
inthe mw of a fringe or a flier, your nother would give up the deep six. So
be quiet." Varian used a sharper tone than she normally enployed with Bonnard
but his insistence, his air that he had only to wheedl e enough and his wi sh
woul d be granted, annoyed her. She was synpathetic to his irritation with
constant restrictions. To the ship-born, planets gave illusions of safety
because ship-I|earned dangers were insul ated fromone by an atnosphere niles
deep, whereas in space only thin metal shells prevented di saster and any
broachi ng of that shell was lethal. No shell, no danger in sinmplistic terns.

"Wul d you run through that tape, Bonnard, and see if we have good takes
on the fringies," she asked himafter a | ong pause, nutinous on his part, firm
on hers. "There's sonmething I want to check out with Trizein when we get back
to canp. Fardles, but I wish we had access to the EV's data banks."

After another |ong pause during which she heard the slight whir of

rapi dly spun tapes, Bonnard spoke. "You know, those fliers renm nd ne of
something |I've seen before. | can alnost see the printed | abel on the tape
sl eeve . "

"What about this tape?"

"Ch, clear pictures, Varian."

"They' ve remi nded ne of sonething, too, Bonnard, but | can't drag it out
of storage either."

"My nother always says that if you're worrying over sonmething, go to
sl eep thinking about it and you'll remenber in the nmorning," said Terilla.

"Good idea, Terilla. 1'Il do so and so can you, Bonnard. Meanwhile,
we're over new territory again. Man the telltale.™

They got sone good tags on a stunpy-legged rum nant, spotted but
couldn't tag nmore small manmal s |i ke Dandy, and surprised several flocks of
scavengers at their work. They returned to the mning site just as the "gl oom
t hi ckened", as Terilla put it. Kai was waiting with D nenon and Margit with
t he equi pnent which the sled nmust transport.

"It's a very rich find, Varian," said Dinmenon. He |ooked very tired and
i mensely satisfied. He started to add nore but stopped, turning to Kai

"And the next valley over shows another saddl e deposit as |arge and as
rich," said Kai, a grin creasing his sweat and dirt sneared face.

"And probably the next one beyond that," said Margit, sighing wearily.
"Only that can wait until tomorrow "

"EV shoul d have given us at |east one renpte scanner, Kai?" said
D menon, as he helped load the instruments. This sounded to Varian |like the
continuation of an argunent.

"I requisitioned one, standard. Supply said they'd no nore in stock
If you'll remenber, we passed quite a few prom sing systens in the | ast
standard year."

"When | think of the slogging w'd be saved

"I dunno," said Margit, interrupting Dinenon. She placed a coil of wire
on the sled deck. "W do so raking nuch by remote. | know |I've done
somet hing today." She groaned. | feel it in every bone and in nuscles |
didn't know | had. W're soft. No wonder the heavy-worlders sneer at us."

"Them" A world of scorn was expressed in D nenon's single word.

Kai and Varian exchanged qui ck gl ances.

"I know they were bl oody hungover or sonething earlier on, but |I was
gl ad enough of Paskutti's nuscle this afternoon?" Margit went on, pulling

herself into the sled and settling down beside Terilla. "Get in, D, I'm
dying for a wash, and | bl oody hope that Portegin's de-odourizer has fixed the
water stink. Hydro-telluride does not enhance the body beautiful. So how did

you pass the day, scanp?" she asked Terill a.



Wil e the three young peopl e kept a conversation goi ng, Varian wondered,
as she set the sled on its baseward course, just what happened to occasion
D menon's captious attitude. Perhaps it was no nore than irritation with the
heavy-wor | der's behaviour in the norning, and reaction to the excitenent of
such a rich find. She nmust ask Kai later. She didn't want her team coning
into contention with his, and she would be the first to admt the
heavy-wor | ders had been less than efficient. O was Dinmenon still irked over
| ast night's
al cohol rati oni ng?

There were dangers inherent in nmixing planet- and ship-bred groups and
EV kept it down to a m ni mum whenever possible. The Iretan expedition had
needed the brawn of the heavy-worlders and Varian and Kai would sinply have to
wor k out the problens.

Varian was a bit depressed. A conputer could give you a probability
i ndex on any situation. This mssion had had a good one. But a conputer
couldn't adjust its input with such unexpected details as a stink and const ant
gloomor drizzle affecting tenpers or a cosmic stormcutting off

conmuni cations with the nother ship: it certainly hadn't printed out the fact
that a planet |isted as unexplored was now gi ving i mutabl e evi dence of
previ ous survey, not to nention anomalies like . . . But if, Varian

t hought, there had been the survey, nmaybe such things as pentadactyl
devel opnent and aquatic col |l apsing parallelograns were entirely possible! Yet
whi ch was indi genous? Both couldn't be!

Fliers having to find grass so far fromtheir natural habitat? Varian's
spirits lifted again with excitement. And if the golden fliers, who were
pent adactyl, were not indigenous, then the herbivores and predators they'd so
far encountered were not indigenous either! Not anonalies: conundrums. And
how? By whon? The Qthers? No, not the ubiquitous thers. They destroyed

all life, if there were any substance to the runour that such sentient beings
exi st ed.

The Theks m ght know about the previous survey . . . if Kai could
generate theminto a serious attenpt at recall. By Mitter! She'd sit through
an interchange herself to find out! Wit till she told Kai that!

CHAPTER SI X

Kai had as nuch to reflect upon as Varian as he sl edded back to the
encanprent. For one thing, he was minus some irrepl aceabl e equi prent which
Paskutti and Tardma had dropped down a crevice. EV had allowed himonly the
m ni mum of seismc spares and the | ast group he'd expect to be careless with
equi prent were the heavy-worlders. They noved so deliberately they avoi ded
nost accidents. He couldn't restrict the heavy-worlders from drinking the
distillation but he'd have to ask Lunzie to dilute any given them from now on
He couldn't afford nore | osses.

An expeditionary force was permtted so many credits in |oss of
equi prent due to unforeseeabl e accidents but above that figure, the |eaders
found their personal accounts docked. The |oss of the equi pnent was bot hering
Kai nmore than any possible credit subtraction: it was a | oss caused by sheer
negligence. That irritated him And his irritation annoyed hi m nore because
this shoul d have been a day of personal and team satisfaction: he had
achi eved what he had been sent to do. Ruthlessly now he suppressed negative
feelings.

Besi de hi m Gaber was chattering away in the best spirits the
cartographer had exhibited since landing. Berru and Triv were discussing the
next day's work in terms of which of the coloured | akes woul d be the richest
inore-mnerals. Triv was wishing for just one renote sensor, with a decent
infra-red eye to pierce the everlasting clouds. A week's filmng in a polar
orbit and the job would be done.

"W do have the probe's tapes.” Berru said.



"That only sounded | and mass and ocean depth. No definition, no
infra-red to penetrate that eternal cloud cover."

"I asked for a proper pre-landing renote sensing," Gaber said, the note
of petul ance back in his voice

"So did I," said Kai, "and was told there wasn't a suitable satellite in
stores. W have to do it the hard way, in person.”

"That would seemto be the criterion for this expedition?" said Gaber

giving Kai a sly glance. "Everything' s done the hard way."
"You' ve gone soft, CGaber, That's all,"” said Triv. "Not enough time in
the grav gymon shipboard. | enjoy the challenge, frankly. 1've gone fl abby.

This trip's good for all of us. W're spoiled with a
punch-a- button-dial -a-confort system W need to get back to nature, test our
sinews, circulate our blood and . "

"Breath deeply of stinking air?" asked Gaber when Triv, carried away by
his own el oquence, briefly faltered.

"\What, Gaber? Lost your nose filters again?"

Gaber was easy to tease and Triv continued in a bantering way until Kai
turned the sled through the gap in the hills to their encampnent. Kai had
af fected not to acknow edge Gaber's gl ance al though, tied in with Gaber's
noti on of planting, "doing everything the hard way" could well be a prelude to
t he abandonnent that was euphem stically ternmed "planting”. It could account
for quite a nunber of deletions in Kai's original requisition list. Renote
sensors were expensive equi pnent to | eave behind with a planted col ony. But,
if the colony were supposed to be self-sufficient, surely some mning
equi prent woul d have been included so that they could refine needed netals for

bui |l dings and for replacenment of worn-out parts, like sled nenbers. There
woul d have been . . . "Do it the hard way" rang om nously in Kai's nind
He'd better have a long chat with Varian as soon as he coul d.

However, if this expedition were genuine -- the urgent need for the
transuranics was a chronic condition in the FPS -- then soneone, if not their
own ARTC-10 EV, would strip the message fromthe beamer satellite, and take
the appropriate action of returning to Ireta to extract the all-inportant ores

and mnerals and, incidentially, rescue them The positive thought encouraged
Kai, and he enployed the rest of the trip by fornulating nessages; first to
the Thek and then for the | ong distance capsule. No, he'd only the one
capsule. Two large deposits did not really constitute dispatching it. So,
first he would frame a nessage for his next contact with the Thek about the
old cores, and the uraniumdeposits. He would hold the Idc until he could
justify its trip. He'd no genuine cause for alarm apart froma vague
suspi ci on of an agei ng cartographer.

To his surprise, the heavy-worlders who had left the site considerably
before himto return by lift-belt, had not arrived at the conpound. The ot her
sleds had all returned safely. The youngsters were cosseting Dandy while
Lunzi e wat ched. She used her over-seeing as an excuse not to answer the
i mportunities of Portegin and Aulia for nore joy juice. He saw neither Varian
nor Trizein and had deci ded she nust be in the xeno-chemist's |laboratory in
the shuttl e when the heavy-worlders, in their neat formation, came swooping in
fromthe north. The north? He started towards the veil |ock to ask Paskutti
about such a detour when Varian hailed himfromthe shuttle. She sounded
excited so he hurried over, |eaving Paskutti till another tine.

"Kai, Trizein thinks he knows why the fliers nust need the grasses," she
sai d when he got near enough. "The stuff is full of carotene . . . Vitamn
A. They must need it for eyesight and pignmentation."”

"Qdd that they'd have to go such a distance for a basic requirenment."

"But it substantiates my hunch that the pentadactyls are not indigenous
tothis world."

Kai was lifting his foot through the iris and stopped, grabbing at the
sides to bal ance hinself.

"Not indigenous? What in the name of raking . . . what do you nean?
They have to be indigenous. They're here.”



"They didn't originate here," and Varian gestured himto cone into the
shuttle. "Further, those parallelograns | saw today aren't even vaguely
art hropods, which would fit in with the vertebrates we' ve discovered |like the
her bi vores, predators and even the fliers."

"You' re not making any sense."

"I am This planet isn't. You don't find animals forced to go hundreds
of kilonetres fromtheir proper environnent to acquire a dietary necessity.
What is essential to themis generally supplied right where they live!"

"Now, wait a minute, Varian. Think. |f your pentadactyls are not
i ndi genous, they were brought here. Wo, why woul d anyone, want to rel ocate
animals as large as that predator or your WMabel ?"

She regarded himsteadily, as if she expected himto know the answer to
hi s question

"You should know. They've already tipped us off. The Theks, slowtop,"
she said with some asperity when he remained silent. "The inscrutable Theks.
They' ve been here before. They left those seisnic devices."

"That makes no sense, Varian."

"It makes a | ot of sense.”

"What reason could the Theks possibly have for such an action?"

"They' ve probably forgotten,"” Varian said, grinning mschievously.
"Along with the fact that they'd surveyed this planet before.”

They had reached Trizein's |lab and he was contenpl ating the enl arged
i mge of sone fibres.

"OfF course, we'd need to have one of those avians of yours, Varian, to
discover if it requires carotene,” Trizein was saying as if he didn't realize
that Varian had left the |ab.

"W've Mabel ," said Varian, "and little Dandy."

"You've animals in this conpound?" Trizein blinked with astonishrment.

"I told you we had, Trizein. The slides you analyzed yesterday and the
day before . "

"Ah, yes, | remenber now," but it was obvious to his listeners that he
didn't remenber any such thing.

"Mabel and Dandy aren't fliers," Kai said. "They're conpletely
di fferent species."

"Indeed they are, but they are al so pentadactyl. So is the fang-face
and he needed the grasses."

"Mabel and Dandy are herbivorous,” said Kai, "and the predator and the
fliers aren't."

Varian considered that qualification. "Yes, but generally speaking,
carnivores absorb sufficient Vitamin C fromthe animals they eat who do get it
regularly in their diet." She shook her head over the quandary. "Then
fang-face wouldn't need to go to the valley. He'd get enough from chew ng
Mabel's flank. | don't nake any sense out of it -- yet. Besides, the fliers

may have anot her reason for gathering grass, as Terilla pointed out today."

"You've lost nme," said Kai, and then directed Varian's attention to
Trizein who had gone back to his m croscope viewer and was oblivious to their
presence agai n.

"You'll understand when you see the tapes we got today of those fliers,
Kai. C non, unless you've got sonething else to do?"

"Frane nessages to the Theks but let nme see what you taped first."

"By the way, Kai," said Varian followi ng himout of the Iab, "we didn't
encounter any life-forms in the vicinity of the pitchbl ende saddl e that woul d
cause a secondary canp there any trouble. |If the canp's set up properly, and

preferably on a prom nence and the force-screen posted deep, your team should
be safe enough.™”
"That's good news. Not that | think yo' d ve scared anyone off with
tal es of herds of fang-faces."
"Fang-faces, for the record, are solitary hunters.”
They had reached the pilot cabin and Varian inserted the tape for
pl ayback, expl ai ni ng her concl usions and her desire to investigate the gol den



furred fliers" colony nore closely at the earliest opportunity.

"How cl osely, Varian?" asked Kai. "They're not small and, as |
renmenber, those wings are strong and could be dangerous. |'d hate to get
attacked by that beak."

"So would I. So I'mnot going to be. [I'lIl go slowy, Kai, but if
they're as intelligent as the evidence suggests, | may even be able to
approach them on a personal basis." Wen Kai began to protest, she held up

her hand. "The fliers are not stupid |ike Mabel, or scared |ike Dandy, or
dangerous |like fang-face. But | cannot give up the opportunity to investigate
an aerial species that acts in such an organi zed manner."

"Fair enough, but do nothing on your own, co-leader. | want
heavy-worlders with you at all tinmes."

"You're a friend! Did they inprove with the day?"

"I"ve never seen themso clunsy: slow, yes, but never plain raking
grease-fingered. Paskutti and Tardma dropped one of the seisnimcs down a

crevice. | don't have so many that | can spare one," said Kai, "not if I'mto
conplete ny survey." He shook his head again over the loss. |'mnot blamng
you, or them but it is a nuisance. And what are we going to do about that
fruit distillation? | don't understand why it should have affected them so

adversely when we weaker types had no troubl e?"

"It mght not have been the drink."

"What do you nean?"

Varian shrugged. "Just a notion. Nothing specific."

"Then let us find a specific, and have Lunzie run a few tests. It mght
be a nutational allergy. Say, did you send the heavy-worl ders on any errands
today? |In the north?"

"North? No. They were at your disposal today. Now, about the
pi tchbl ende site? You'll be working fromthere again tonorrow? kay, then
"Il send a teamin for a ground check. There seemto be only smaller aninmals
not, as |I've told the youngsters, that size is any indication of potential
danger. \What other area do you want us to check out xenobiologically as a
possi bl e secondary base?"

Kai tapped out of the conputer the print of Gaber's chart, updated now
with the pitchblende site and the old cores.

"The shield edge is only two hundred kilometres fromhere in the
north-west so we won't need a secondary canp there yet. But Portegin and
Aulia want to exam ne these |akes and go further into this flatland area.
Berru and Triv are scheduled to go due west where there appears to be a wide
continental basin. M ght have petrol eum pools: not as rich an energy source,
natural ly, but crude oil has uses. W might be able to refine enough to use
as an auxiliary fuel for the . "

"Kai did anyone use the big sled for any length of time this norning?"

"Just to reach the site. Then it was turned over to you. Wy?"

"Because its elapsed flight time is longer than it should have been
Damed t hing's due now for a power change."

"I dunno. Just that | don't usually make errors in ny figures."

"We' ve enough worries, Varian, w thout inmagining nore."

Varian grimaced. "Like no contact with EV. Your teans'l| be expecting
some acknow edgenent "

"W've got sonme |leeway, and |'Il use every day of it."

"Yes, we do have stall time, don't we. By the way, those youngsters
were very useful tonme. | think I'll opt themagain when | don't need to

| and, " she hastily added as she saw the objections formng in Kai's startled
face. "You night even consider," and she grinned slyly, "taking Bonnard with
you on a coring expedition."

"Now just a minute, Varian . .

"They do say that over-exposure cures a lot of fancies."

"True. How about helping ne with that nessage to the Theks?"

"Sorry, Kai, |'ve got to release Mabel, check with Lunzie and get a wash



bef ore eating. Varian quickly opened the iris." But 1'd be happy to | ook
over what you plan to say."
He nade as if to throw sonething at her but she scanpered away,

| aughi ng.

An hour |ater, he was certain that Varian at her worst could have
constructed a better nmessage to the Theks. It covered the main points, and
requested the return information required.

He beaned the nessage, confirmng a contact hour two days' later. It

didn't give Theks nmuch time to neditate their answers but he had specified
only yes, no or deferred answers.

The next day went as schedul ed, the heavy-worlders restored to operating
efficiency. Tardma and Tanegli did a ground survey of the densely vegetated
area where snmall life fornms had been telltagged by Varian and the youngsters.
The creatures had maintained their anonymity but skeletal renmains not yet
di sintegrated by insect and carrion eater indicated that while carnivorous,
the creatures were probably nocturnal hunters and not |arge enough to
constitute a real danger. Further, they were unlikely to be caught so far
fromtheir own territory as the secondary canp. Kai spent the afternoon with
D menon and Margit choosing a site. It was decided that Portegin and Aulia
could also use the canp for their westerly investigations.

Lunzie told Kai and Varian confidentially that the heavy-worl ders ought
to have had a higher tolerance for the fruit drink than the Iight grav or
shi p-bred. She couldn't understand their reactions. However, she did not
recomend rationing or watering the potion. She could bring the
heavy-worlders in for a routine physical, which, she allowed, was a good idea
for every menber of the expedition, to check on any allergenic tendencies or
subtl e infections acquired since planetfall.

That evening Lunzie supplied enough of the fruit drink to make the
evening extremely convivial. The heavy-worlders drank no nore than anyone
el se, laughed infrequently as was their habit and retired when everyone el se
did. The following day there was no inpairment of their efficiency which
i ncreased the mystery of their behaviour that first evening.

The contact hour with the Theks was duly kept by Kai. Varian arrived
hal f -way through the ponderous and slowy delivered reply.

"No" was the answer to his questions about nmessages being stripped from
the satellite and contact with the EV. He received the expectable deferred
answer concerni ng any know edge of previous survey and the discovery of the
old cores. Excellent was their response to news of the pitchbl ende deposit,
with "continue" added. To his comrent that he had heard fromthe Ryxi he got
an acknow edgenment. The Theks were reputedly tolerant of all species in a
benevol ent, inpartial way but Kai was left with the feeling that the Theks
couldn't care less if the Ryxi nmaintained contact.

He was of two nminds about their deferred answer on a previous survey.
On one hand, he'd hal f-hoped they could find a previous reference, though how
they could, out of contact with their own kind and EV' s data banks, he didn't
know. On the other hand, he would have been obscurely relieved if they had
proved their fallability. Yet, if this case did shatter their reputation
somet hing stabl e and secure would be lost forever to him" So they don't
know," said Varian, blatantly pl eased.

"Not actively at any rate," he replied, quite willing to take the Thek
part to offset his mental disloyalty. "O course, there are only severa
mllion planets in the universe on which life of sonme sort has evol ved

"So we're constantly infornmed but our sphere of interest is currently
l[imted to this one stinking ball of earth. By the way, in order to set you
up a secondary canp, we're going to have to forrmulate a few plans," said

Varian. "According to the old core pattern, the shield runs about two
t housand kilometres in a long point to the south-east. That makes commuti ng
back here unfeasible. | want to take Tanegli, Paskutti, Tardnma and Lunzie and

check out that area.” She unrolled area charts sone of the topographica



features already nmarked out in Gaber's neat draftsmanship. Over these were

wash colours, the key at the side. "lI've keyed it here to territorialities of
the beasts we've tagged. | think the guide is adequate but there is so nmuch
animal life in this area,” and she indicated the plateau and rain forest just

beyond the dead paraneters of the canp, "that |1've only bothered with the big
and dangerous ones. Here's a spot frame of each type we've observed enough to
identify as herbivorous, carnivorous or omivorous. As you can see, we've a

way to go before we've done even the nost superficial catal oguing." She
t apped vast areas of the outlined | and mass which were pristine. "Here there
be dragons!" she added in a fruity voice.

"Dragons?"

"Well, That's what the antique cartographer would say when they didn't
know a binary bit about the indigenous life."
"Any nmore news on which species is which here?" asked Kai

She shook her head, handi ng himseveral copies of the maps. "That's not
as urgent as your geol ogi cal work, and you needed sone sort of a guide."

"This map is terrific, Varian. | thought you'd been out with your teans

"No, | sent themto get me this information, and fill in some of the
nearby gaps in our survey. Terilla and | collaborated on the conposite.”

"Terilla did these with you?" |Inpressed, Kai was poring over the
charts.

"Yes, indeed. | know the youngsters were sort of dunped on us at the

| ast nonent but | wi sh sonmeone had thought to give us their records.
Terilla's been a real find and she coul d have been apprenticed right off to
Gaber and kept himfromfalling so far behind. He even approves of her work."
Varian grinned saucily at Kai. "You'll be relieved to hear that Bonnard's
i nterest has been transferred.”

"To Dandy? O Mbel? |In neither case am| flattered."

"Mabel s 1 ong gone. No, Bonnard is ainmng to get on ny expedition to the
golden fliers."

"At | east he picks sonething denonstrably intelligent."

"I never said he didn't have good taste."

"Varian!"
"When's the contact with the Ryxi ?"
"This afernoon at 15.30 hours. |If they renenber."

"We do have problens with nenory this trip, don't we? The Ryxi
renenbering to speak to us, the Theks renenbering to think and EV renenbering
to get in touch with us. Well, back to ny hot drawing board . . ." She
started out of the pilot cabin. "Oh, hello, Gaber "

"Varian, did you take all ny chart copies?"

"Except the one Terilla was working on. Wy?"

"I didn't know. | just didn't know and | was . "
"I did tell you, Gaber, but | guess you were so deep in the tape, you
didn't hear ne. Sorry about that. |'ve given Kai copies, and |'mon ny way

back to your lair with these right now "

"Ch, very well then. And, if | didn't hear you, | amsorry."

To Kai, Gaber did not sound the least bit sorry. Kai went back to
studying the patterns of animal. The biggest herbivores, |ike Mabel and three
other large types, could be found all through the rain forests, with their
pr obabl e passages through the mountain ranges neatly designated by tiny
drawi ngs of the beasts. The predators, like fang-face, hunted singly: only
one pair had been di scovered and they had been involved in a ferocious battle,
whi ch had deteriorated, in Paskutti's words, into a mating. The scope of the
charts was hanmpered by the |arge uncharted areas, over which a transparency
had been laid, indicating the general topographical features as seen by the
initial cursory probe.

They had been concentrating on the relatively cooler portion of the
shi el d mass, since the polar region was nmuch hotter than the equatorial due to
the hotter thermal core of the planet. They would soon have to penetrate



those steaming jungles, a task Kai did not relish. The proliferation and
diversity of life forms would be incredible in such warnth, Varian had warned
hi m during their shipboard briefing sessions. The lush tropical jungles
nourished life, provided quantities of food, as well as i mense conpetition
for any and all edible substances. 1In cooler clinmates, though Ireta could not
boast a very tenperate zone, there tended to be fewer species since the food
supply was linmted by the nmore severe conditions of life.

Wth understandabl e satisfaction, Kai took his own maps and nmarked in
the two pitchbl ende finds, and those of the day before when Portegin and Aulia
had sited two | arge copper deposits, and Berru and Triv had marked three
nount ains of iron ores. \Woever had been here before had denuded the shield
areas but plate action in the ensuing mlleniunms had nmade the unstabl e areas
doubly rich. This was actually Kai's first search expedition: his other
assi gnments had been renedial -- finding veins which had faulted out, or
flooding controls and deep sea nmanganese dredging: all val uable experience
and designed to aid himin a full scale planetary survey like this one.

He was so deep in his thoughts that the warning of his chrono jerked him
to attention and bewi |l dernent as to why he had had the al arm set.

The Ryxi contact! Belatedly he realized that he shoul d have prepared a
message for them It was easier to read a witten nmessage fast than gabble
spont aneously at the speed required for the Ryxi. He jotted down sone notes
as the communi cation unit warnmed to its task. Diplomatically he phrased
Varian's coments about the golden fliers.

Vrl cane on as schedul ed, asking for confirmation of contact with EV.

Kai replied in the negative but Vrl did not seemtoo concerned. He said that
they had sent their full report by long distance capsule to their home world.
He intimated that he didn't care howlong it took to arrive, he and his group
were well and pleasantly established. Kai had half a m nd not to say anything
about the golden fliers if Wl didn't ask. But the avian did. Kai told him
the little Varian and he had observed. Luckily he had the tape on for Vrl's
excited reply erupted in Kai's ears at an articul ate speed. Kai got the

i mpression that he was a |lying discontent, envious of the Ryxi and making the
whol e species up. Vrl signed off before Kai could vindicate hinmself or
arrange another contact tine.

He was staring, bermused and sonewhat aggravated by Vrl's over-reaction
when he heard the sound of a cleared throat. Gaber was standing in the iris
| ock.

"I"'msorry to intrude, Kai, but we are m ssing one of the area maps. Do
you have two copi es of one there?"

Kai fingered the tough but thin sheets. They did stick together
occasi onal ly when the copying solution dried. "No, I've only the one set."

"Well, then a set is missing," said Gaber in his customary aggrieved
tone and left.

Kai could see hi mshaking his head as he made for the shuttle's | ock.

Kai set the conmunicator for a slow replay of the interchange with Vrl, vow ng
that Varian ought to do an intensive study of those fliers as soon as
possi bl e.

CHAPTER SEVEN

In the next seven days, the expedition was too busy setting up the secondary
canps to indulge in any activity not strictly necessary to these primary ains.
Varian found time to return to the fish rock and bring several small
dessi cat ed specinmens of the fringes for Trizein to study. The man buried
hinself in his laboratory until Lunzie found him asleep at his work desk. She
forced himto take a break, eat and sleep. He did so unwillingly and when he
woke, he stumnbl ed about the conpound with unseeing eyes, though he did stop
once to stare at Dandy with a puzzl ed expression

The little creature was quite tame and permitted out of its run when



Bonnard and Cleiti were on hand. Varian had decided not to release it as,
orphaned, it had no natural protector. Kai had to accede to her argunents
since it was obvious the little beast would never reach a great size and was
therefore no strain on the expedition's time or resources. Dandy was, by
nature, timd and content to follow the youngsters about, its large liquid
eyes wistful or startled by turns. Kai would privately have preferred nore of
an extrovert personality in a tamed beast but Dandy posed no probl em of
aggressive behaviour. Kai still thought it a very nondescript affair.

The golden fliers were continually seen in the skies, alnost as if,
Varian said one evening, they were as interested in the new occupants of their
skies as the expedition was in them She had been gleefully enchanted by
Vrl's reaction to their existence for, as the slow playback confirned, the
Ryxi had spluttered out a repudiation of Varian's report, indicating that an
intelligent avian species was unlikely to occur again on any planet, under any
conditions: the Ryxi were unique and would remain so and any attenpt to
suppl ant their preem nent position in the Federation would be nmet by severe
measures. Vrl suggested that this was a hoax which the bi peds had better
forget, retract and abandon or he would reconmend that all contact between
Ryxi and Human be forthwi th severed.

Once Terilla's animal maps were circul ated, Tanegli and Gaber vyed with
each other for her time and skill to the point where Varian and Kai had to
i ntervene. Unconcerned by such conpetition for her assistance, Terilla nade
it quite plain that she nuch preferred plants to charts or aninals.

Chuckl ing, Varian showed Kai the map the girl had inscribed for Tanegl

i ndicating the position of flora, grass and shrub on the plains and swanp
areas. A work schedul e was evolved in which Terilla spent three afternoons
with each man while her norning hours were hers. Wth increased work | oads,
Kai assigned tasks to Bonnard and Cleiti as he would any other menber of the
expedi tion. Tanegli usually opted for Bonnard and Cleiti when Terilla was not
avail abl e for his botanical excursions. Sonetinmes Bonnard acted as recorder
for Bakkun when administration duties prevented Kai fromfiel d-work beside the
heavy-wor| d geol ogi st.

Lunzi e annexed Cleiti on those days to help her test Ireta's soil and
vegetation for any unusual nedicinal properties.

Two secondary canps were cited and occupied but it was obvious that a
third canp to the far east would have to be established to continue
expl oration of the easterly land mass. Kai projected that over half their
expedi tionary time would be spent in the eastern hem sphere. He hoped that
the fifteen degree axial tilt would nean sone cool er weather in the pol ar
regi ons when the teans had to nmove to conplete the survey in the western
hem sphere.

On neither of his next two contacts with the Theks did they have any
good news for himof the deferred query or of the EV. Kai's |eeway on the
matter of response fromEV was fast running out. He was prepared and had
Vari an's support when Di nenon forced an admi ssion of a contact |apse. Kai
cited thc cosmic stormin such an off-handed manner that Di menon never thought
to ask if the ores report was the only nessage uncol |l ect ed.

"How | ong a grace period we have now, | wouldn't estimate,” Kai told
Vari an afterwards.

"Keep "em so busy counting their paydirt bonuses that they'll forget to
as?"

"This is a raking rich planet, Varian."

"So? It's up to EVto stay in touch with us, if they want the energy
materials we've found. They know where we are."” Varian held Kai's gaze and
she jerked up one eyebrow. "You aren't considering Gaber's |udicrous notion
are you?"

"It does occur to nme now and then," Kai said, rubbing the side of his
nose, feeling silly but actually relieved to hear Varian air the matter

"Hmm yes. It occurs to ne now and then, too. Have the Ryxi reported
i n agai n?"



"No." Kai grinned at her. "Did you expect themto?"

"No." She laughed. "They are so . . . ponpously paranoiac. As if
another intelligent avian could possibly threaten them | mean, the giffs,"
whi ch was the ni ckname she'd given the golden fliers, "are intelligent but so
far fromthe Ryxi position that it's asinine for themto take unbrage."

Varian sighed. "lI'd love to evaluate their intelligence."

"Why don't you?"

"Wth your lot agitating for that eastern canp?"

"\What about next rest day? Mke a small start. Go observe them relax
for the day."

"Could 1?" Varian brightened at the prospect. "Could | take the big
sled, sleep out init? W've got their flight habits well docunmented now,
we' ve caught the fishing act often enough to establish that drill, but | don't
know nuch about their personal life, their matutinal habits. And there's only
the one place for those grasses they eat. They do use swanp grass for
net -weavi ng but | don't know exactly how they acconplish the feat." She gave
hima sideways frown. "You need a break as nmuch as | do. Let's both go, next
rest day. Paskutti and Lunzie can sub for us."

"What if we arrive on the giff rest day?" asked Kai with a very bl and
expr essi on.

"There's always that possibility, isn't there?" she replied, not taking
his |ure.

Kai was astoni shed at how eagerly he | ooked forward to the break in
routine. That showed how right Varian had been in suggesting it. Lunzie
approved whol eheartedly, telling Kai she'd been about to recomrend a day off
for them both. She wasn't too sure that observing the giffs at cl ose range
constituted a proper holiday but the physician was equally keen to know nore
about the giffs.

"What is there about wi nged creatures that fascinates us all?" Lunzie
asked as they sat about after the evening neal over beakers of distilled fruit
j ui ce.

"Their independence?" asked Kai

" "If we had been neant to fly, we'd ve been given w ngs," qui pped
Varian in a thin nasal voice, then continued in a normal tone, "l suspect it
is the freedom or perhaps the view, the perspective, the feeling of infinite
space about you. You ship-bred types can't appreci ate open spaces the way the
pl anet-bred can, but | do need vistas on which to feast ny eyes, and soul."

"Confinement, voluntary or involuntary, can have adverse effects on
t emper ament and psychol ogy, resulting in serious nal adjustrnents,” Lunzie
said. "One reason why we include the youngsters on planetfall assignments as
often as possible.”

Kai remained silent, acutely conscious of his own sometinmes pressing
agor aphobi a.

"W have surrogate w ngs," Lunzie continued, "in the agency of sleds and
lift-belts . . ."

"Whi ch do not quite produce the sane freedons," said Kai slowy,
wondering what it would feel like to be independent of all artificial aids:

to dip, dive, soar and glide w thout the unconscious restrictive
consi derations of fuel, stress, netal fatigue.

"Why, Kai," said Varian, regarding himw th delighted astoni shment,
"you're the last one |I'd expect to understand."

"Perhaps,"” he said with a wy snmile, "you planet-bred types
underestimate the ship-bred.”

D menon, who'd been in an uproariously good nood that evening, since he
and Margit had flown in to report finding not only a streamrunning with gold
nuggets but the parent |ode, had brought out his handpi ano. He began to
render a boisterous ballad with interm nable verses and a silly syllabic
chorus with such an infectious tune that everyone joined in. To Kai's
surprise, so did the heavy-worlders, thunping the plasfloor with their heavy
boots and cl appi ng wi th unusual enthusiasm



Margit wanted to dance and dragged Kai onto the floor, yelling at
D menon to | eave off the endl ess verses and play sone decent nusic. Kai was
never certain when the heavy-worl ders di sappeared but the convivial gathering
| asted well past the rise of the third noon.

He awoke suddenly the next norning. wth an urgency that suggested
danger. \When he scranbl ed out of the sleeping sack to the wi ndow of his doneg,
the scene was quiet. Dandy was sprawl ed asleep in his pen. There was no
nmoverent. The day had started, the brighter patch of cloud which was the sun
was well above the soft slope of the eastern hills. \Whatever had al arned his
subconsci ous was not apparent.

He was roused and so keyed up by the abrupt triggering that he deci ded
to remain up. He dragged on a clean ship suit, inserted a fresh lining in his
boots and fastened them He had a small larder in his dome and broke open a
wake- up beaker, rem nding hinmself to check with Lunzie today on the state of
the stores. He could not shake his sensation that something was aniss so he
did a tour of the encampnent.

There wasn't a snell of snoke in the main done. Gaber was fast asleep
in his, the windows were opaqued in the other sleeping- quarters so he did not
i ntrude. Renenbering Trizein's tendency to work through a night, he nmade his
way quickly to the shuttle craft, waving open the iris |Iock. The conditioned
air inside gave himpause. Suddenly he realized that he hadn't put his nose
filters in: and he hadn't snelled Iretal

"Muhl ah!  1'mgetting used to it." Hs soft exclamation echoed in the
bare main cabin of the shuttle. Kai wal ked quietly back to Trizein's lab
opened the iris and peered in. Sone experinments were in progress, judging by
the activity of dials and gauges in the built-in equipnent but Trizein's form
on the | edge-bed was noti onl ess.

As Kai turned fromthe |lab, he noticed that the supply hold iris was
open. He nust caution Trizein about that. Lunzie kept her decanted fruit
brew in there. Kai had noticed conspi cuous consunption the night before and
hi s aggressi veness when Margit suggested he'd had enough. Kai didn't quite
put it past the man to appropriate a flask for evening use in the secondary
canp. Not a habit he'd approve or condone in any of his team nenbers.

Al t hough his inspection satisfied himthat nothing was denonstrably
wrong, his uneasiness remained until, after returning to his dome, he becane
imersed in the restricted file in the ship's data bank. By the tine the rest
of the expedition was stirring, he had rid hinmself of the backlog of detail
The inadvertently early rising had been rewardi ng.

D menon, | ooki ng untouched by the previous evening's carousal, arrived
inthe main dome with Margit, both suited up and ready to return to their
base. They ate quickly, wanting to make an early start back, but as they were
| eavi ng, Di menon asked Kai when he expected to contact the Theks again. He
did not seem di sturbed when Kai gave a time three days |ater

"Well, let us know how EV appreciates our |abours on this stinking
pl anet. Although -- " Dinenon frowned and felt his nostrils, "Rake it! |
forgot to put "emin again!"

"Snel | anyt hi ng?" asked Kai, amused.

D menon' s eyes began to wi den and his nouth dropped i n exaggerated
reaction.

"I"ve got used to the stench!™ He roared the statement, full of
aggrieved incredulity. "Kai, please, when you' ve got through to EV, have them
pi ck us up before schedule? Please, |'ve got used to the stench of
hydro-telluride.” He clutched at his throat now, contorting his face as
though in terminal agony, "I can't stand it. | can't stand it."

Lunzie, who was literal m nded, came rushing up, frowning with anxiety
while Kai tried to gesture reassurance. Ohers were grinning at Dinenon's
hi strionics but the heavy-worlders, after uninterested gl ances at the
geol ogi st, turned back to their own quiet-toned discussions. Lunzie stil
hadn't realized that D menon was acting. He grabbed at her shoul ders now.

"Tell me, Lunzie, tell ne I'"mnot a goner. M sense of snell'll cone



back, won't it. Once |I'min decent air? ©Ch, don't tell me I'll never be able
to snell nothing in the air again . "

"I'f the acclimtization should be pernanent you coul d al ways get an
Iretan air-conditioning for your shipboard quarters," Lunzie replied,
apparently in earnest.

Di menon | ooked horrified and, for a nonent, didn't catch the brand of
t he physician's hunour

"C non, partner, you' ve been bested," said Margit, taking hi m by the
arm "Better to snell the sweet air of another find

"Coul d you get so used to Iretan stink you'd never snell nor mal agai n?"
Bonnard asked Lunzie, a little worried as he watched the two geol ogi sts | eave.

"No," said Lunzie with a dry chuckle. "The snell is powerful but I
doubt There's any permanent desensitization. The tenporary effect is sonmewhat
of a blessing. Do you have it?"

Bonnard nodded uncertainly. "But | didn't know | couldn't snell it
anynore until Dinmenon nmentioned it." This worried him

"Since you are now used to the overbearing snell, see if you can now
di stingui sh other, previously unsensed odours, while you' re out and about
t oday. "

"Wirse ones?" Bonnard regarded Lunzie, appalled.

"I can smell a difference in the blossons |'ve been catal oguing," said
Terilla. "And sone of the | eaves have an odour if you crush "em Not too bad
a snmell, really," she added hel pfully.

That norning Kai checked with Lunzie about stores. She was not the sort
of person to give spot replies and together they went to the store hold.

"I"'mnot mssing any of the fruit distillation, if that's what you're
worried about, Kai," she said in her direct fashion. "W've not nade too many
i nroads in the subsistence supplies, either. 1've been gradually phasing them
out entirely, in favour of local protein."

"You have?" Kai was surprised.

"You hadn't noticed?" There was a slight enphasis on the pronoun

Lunzie smled briefly with pleasure at the success of her programe. "W are
| osi ng hard goods, though, at a rate which worries ne."
"Hard goods?"

"Knives, filmand sheet extruders, spare charges for life-belts . . ."

"What did the secondary canps take?"

"Not enough to account for some of these itens. Unless, of course, they
haven't reported the | osses and have nerely hel ped thensel ves when | was busy
el sewhere." That solution sounded plausible. "If | may, 1'll appoint deit
as requisitions officer and have her on hand when anyone needs to Visit the
supply hold. W can keep a check that way without giving offence . "

"Or warning," thought Kai, and then decided that his inmagination was
wor ki ng overtine. He did need that day's respite.

Varian returned to the canp fromone of her search and identity sweeps
early in the afternoon before rest day. She cornered Kai in his doneg,
scornfully clacking the tape holders that were stacked in front of him
tugging at the seismic print-out on the vol canic action in the north-west
whi ch he had been studying. Pressures were nmounting on a long transform fault
and he was hoping they' d have enough warning to be able to observe the
eart hquake when t he phenonmenon occurred.

"Leave that, Kai. You can zip through report work a ot faster with a
fresh mnd."

"It's early yet

"Raking right it is. | got back special so I could pry you out of here
before the teams cone in and dunmp such glowi ng reports on you that you fee
obliged to listen." She went back to the iris lock. "deiti! D d you
organi ze those supplies for us? And where's Bonnard?" The reply was
i naudi bl e to Kai but satisfactory to Varian who nodded. |If he's sure he's got
what he needs, tell himto pack it into the sled beside ny things. Kai
where's your pack? Ha! Thought so. GCkay, what do you need?"



Varian moved purposefully to his storage chest so that Kai pushed back
his stool and waved her away. She stood, grinning but adamant, while he
packed what he needed into his sleep sack, and gathered up his safety gear
Wth a courteous sweep of his hand, he indicated he was ready.

"I knew |I'd have to haul you out of here." Varian sounded grimy smnug.

"Then what are you draggi ng your feet for?" asked Kai with a smle and
exited before her. As an afterthought, he thunbl ocked the iris control. He
didn't really want anyone to happen across the nessage tapes with the Theks.

As Varian neatly swung the big sled over the encanpnent, sparkling with
the bl ue dem se of insects, she groaned. "W should have brought a small unit
for tonight. W'Ill have to sleep in belt screens!”

"Not if we sack out on the sled floor," said Bonnard, eyeing the space.
"I think There's room enough if we stack our supplies on the front seating and
renove the side benches. Shall | activate the telltale?"

"This once, we'll leave it silent,"” said Varian. "There wouldn't be
anyt hi ng untagged this close to canp anyway."

A conpani onabl e silence envel oped the three and | asted the entire trip
to the inland sea which they reached just as the |ast speck of gloom as
Bonnard phrased it, began to fade fromthe sullen skies. Varian had marked a
good |l anding site, a shallow terrace beyond and bel ow t he mai n congregati on of
the giffs but with a fine view of the sutmit where the netted fish were
deposi t ed.

The first hour after sunset there was a brief surcease of daytine insect
activity before the nocturnal creatures becane a nenace. During this interim
Varian heated their evening neal on the bare stone terrace. Then, to the
amazenent of Bonnard and the consternation of Kai, she renpved dead branches
fromthe storage section of the sled and lit a small fire.

"Canpfire is very conforting even if you ship-bred types think it's
atavistic. M father and | used to have one every night on our expeditions.”

"It's very pretty,"” said Bonnard in a tentative tone, and | ooked towards
Kai to see his reaction.

Kai smiled and told hinself to relax. Fire on shipboard was a hazard:
his instant reflex had been to grab something to snother the flanes, but as he
eyed the small fire, which posed no danger to him the dancing spikes were
pl easantly hypnotic. The small warnth it exuded gave thema circle of light
and certainly kept the insects away.

"The ol dest belt-screen in the world," Varian said, poking the fire to

fresh vigour with a stick. "On Protheon, they were particul ar about their
firewoods, choosing those which gave off pleasant aromas. They liked scent
with their warnth and light. | wouldn't dare try that on Ireta."

"Why not ?" asked Bonnard, his eyes fixed on a point deep in the flamnes.
"Terilla said There's some that snmell pretty good -- by Iretan standards. You
know, Varian, | haven't been able to smell anything but Iretal D you suppose
Lunzi e could be wong and ny nose has gone dead?"

Varian and Kai both [aughed. "You'll know soon enough when we get back
to the EV," Varian told him

"Yeah!" Bannard's reply |acked any enthusiasm for return.

"You'd be sorry to | eave?"

"I sure will, Kai, and it's not because we'll have to | eave Dandy.
There's so nuch to do here. | mean, tapes are great, and better than not hing,

but this trip I'mlearning hundreds of things. Learning' s got a point

"You have to have had the theoretical study before you can attenpt the
practical,"” Varian said but Bonnard waved that consideration aside.

"I"ve studied basics till data comes out ny pores but it isn't the sane
thing at all as being here and doing it!" Bonnard was enphatically bangi ng
his knee. "Like that fire, and all. Rakers, on shipboard you see flames and
dash for the
foaner!"

Varian grinned at Kai and caught his rueful expression.



"Your point's taken, Bonnard," she said. "And | think it's safe to say
that you'll be in demand for nore expeditions once Kai and | have made our
report. Bakkun thinks highly of your performance as his recorder."

"He does?" Bannard's expression which had soured at the contenpl ation
of return to EV, brightened with such a future.” You're sure?" H s gaze went
fromVarian to Kai

"As far as you can be sure of a heavy-worlder."

"Are there nore expeditions planned, Varian?" asked Bonnard urgently.

"More or less," she replied, catching Kai's gaze. "l was signed on this
tour for three expeditions requiring a xenob over a period of four standard
years. You'd be eligible as a junior nenber in that time. O course, you
m ght opt for geol ogy rather than xenob."

"I like animals," said Bonnard, testing the words in his nmouth so as not
to give offence to either |eader, "but | do Like . . . sort of fancy the
nore scientific aspects of Lot

"I'"d think you'd be best as an all-round recorder, with as many
specialties in that area as possible," said Varian, hel ping him

"You do?"

Hi s reaction nade it obvious to Kai and Varian that it was the nechanics
of recording that fascinated the boy, rather than any of the individua
di sciplines. They tal ked about specialization as the fire burned down, was
repl eni shed, and burned down again. By the tinme Kai suggested they sack out,
the two | eaders had assured Bonnard that they would give himas mnmuch
opportunity at tape and recorders as possible to see if this was really where
his interests |ay.

Safe under the sled' s protective screen, they slept deeply and without a
bot her fromthe night creatures of Ireta.

Varian was aroused the next norning by sonething proddi ng her shoul der
She was still sleepy but again she was prodded, nore enphatically this tine,
and her nane was whi spered urgently." Varian. Varian! Wake up. W got
conmpany. "

That forced her to open eyes which she instantly closed, not believing
her first sight.

"Varian, you' ve got to wake up!" Bannard's whi sper was anxi ous.

"I am |'ve seen."

"What do we do?"

"Have you noved yet ?"

"Only to nudge you. Did | hurt?"

"No." They were both speaking in low tones. "Can you prod Kai awake?"
"I don't know how he wakes up."
Bonnard had a point. It wouldn't do to rouse soneone who erupted out of

the sack like a torpedo. He'd known how to rouse her since he' d often done so
when they'd first acquired Dandy.

"Kai's quiet if you do it as gently as you woke ne."

Varian grinned to herself. She wasn't sorry she'd included Bonnard on
this trip: last night's discussion had proved how much he'd needed the
encour agenent as well as the opportunity to talk wi thout reservations inposed
on himby the presence of ol der team nenbers or the two girls. It had been
obvi ous | ast evening that Kai would have preferred to have nmade this a duet
trip, and a conplete break fromthe exigencies of |eadership. Now she'd pried
himaway fromhis tape decks, she'd do it again, without a third party.

They had sl ept head to foot, so while Bonnard prodded Kai's shoul der
with his foot, Varian whispered the warning to him

"Kai, wake slowy, don't nove. The observers are observed."

She had her eyes hal f-open now, because the giffs were so closely ringed
about the sled that, in her first arousal, she had seen a series of bright
bl ack eyes on a level with hers.

She al nost gi ggl ed when a sharp orangey beak point tapped at the
pl ascreen surrounding the sled, tapping gently as if not wishing to startle
t he sl eepers.



"Muhl ah!'"  was Kai's soft curse and there was a ripple of laughter in
hi s tone.

"Is it safe for me to have a | ook?" asked Bonnard in his hushed whisper

"Don't know why not. They're |ooking at us."

"Can they get in?" was Bannard' s anxi ous question

| doubt it," said Varian, unperturbed. She wouldn't guarantee that the
pl ascreen could stand a concerted attack of heavier adult beaks but she didn't
feel that aggression was the giffs' intent.

"I thought you wanted to see their matutinal habits, Varian?" said Kai
slowy raising his hand fromthe sleep sack to prop it on his hand. He wasn't
| ooki ng at her, but beyond her to the golden furred faces peering in.

"That was ny intention."

"As | recall it, | asked you what if it was their rest day?"

Varian coul dn't suppress her |aughter and Bonnard joined in, never
dropping his eyes fromthe giffs.

"You mean, they're taking the day off to watch us?"

"They're at |east starting the day doing it," said Varian, raising
herself slowy out of the sack

The avi ans noved restlessly, w ngs awkwardly held up

"Hey, they can rotate the wings at the wi st

"Yes, Bonnard, 1'd noticed." Varian had also seen the flexing of the
three digits with the yellowed claws at the tips. The function of thunmb and
little finger had been incorporated into the wing so Varian couldn't see how
they would be able to weave with the three wing digits.

"Hey, they're not all here," said Bonnard, pointing up in a judiciously
control |l ed gesture.

None of the giffs were perched on top of the plascreen so that the sky
was clearly visible. Qutlined against the clouds was a formation of giffs
going in a south-easterly direction

"I think we've got the youngsters here,"” said Varian

"The babes at that," said Kai, pointing to the trail of brownish sline
that drippled down the outside skirting of the sled.

Bonnard nuffled a chortle. "So what do we do now? |'m hungry."

"Then we'll eat," said Varian and began to pull her legs out of the
sack, slowy, to give the giffs no reason for alarm "Yes, they're the young
ones," she said as she slowy got to her feet and stared down at the small
bodi es pressing in about the sled.

Seen in proper perspective, she realized none of these giffs were adult
sized. The tip of the | ongest head crest cane only to her waist. She'd
estimated that a fully grown giff would be as tall as an average human, with a
wi ng span of at least eight to ten nmetres.

"What do we do?" asked Bonnard.

"Sit up slowy. I'Il bring you breakfast in the sack," she said, noving
carefully to the supplies.

Kai had pulled hinmself into a sitting position now and gratefully
accepted the stean ng beaker

"Breakfast with an audi ence," he said. sipping.

"I wish they'd nove or talk or something," said Bonnard, gl ancing
nervously about himas he blewto cool the liquid in his beaker. He al nost
dropped it when one of the giffs stretched and fl apped wi ngs suddenly.
"They're not even trying to get at us."

"Look but don't touch?" asked Kai. "Frankly, 1'd just as soon they kept
to thensel ves. Those beak points | ook sharp.” He glanced at Varian who had a
smal | recorder in her hands now, and holding it at waist |level was slowy
turning a full circle, recording the faces of their audience.

Wth equal care agai nst sudden movenent, she placed the recorder on one
shoul der and turning again. stood so still for a | ong nonent at one point
that Kai asked what was up

"I"ve the recorder directed on the main sunmit. There's quite a bit of
activity here right now | can't see what it's all about . . . Oh, yes,



do. It's the adults. 1'd swear . . . yes . . . they're calling this
lot."

As reluctantly as any curious young creature, the juvenile giffs began
to | unmber awkwardly away, disappearing so suddenly that Bonnard cried out in
al arm

"They' re okay, Bonnard," said Varian who had a better view "W're
right on the cliff edge. They've just walked off it and if you'll glance over
your shoul der, you'll see them soaring away, perfectly safe.”

"Muhl ah!'"  exclainmed Kai with utter disgust. "W had 'em cl ose enough

and didn't telltag 'em
"What? And scare theminto bringing nomma and dad down on us? W don't

really need to telltag giffs anyway, Kai. W know where they live, and how
far they range." She patted the recorder. "And |I've got their faces all on
tape."

"They sure had a good enough | ook at ours," said Bonnard." | wonder if
they' Il remenber us next tine."

"Al'l furless, crestless faces | ook the sane,"” said Varian with a | augh

She was movi ng about the sled now without restraint and handed each a
bar of subsistence protein. She perched on the pilot chair to munch hers.

When they had finished eating, joking about the manner of their
awakeni ng, they made ready to |l eave the sled. Kai and Bonnard carried the
recorders and additional tapes, Varian had her gift of the grasses. Kai also
wore a stunner, hoping he wouldn't have to use it. Not, he thought privately,
that he'd have much chance the way those giffs could nove

As they emerged, the sun cane through the cloud cover, for its norning
i nspection, Bonnard said. Fromthe caves in the cliffs came hundreds and
hundreds of golden fliers, as if called inexorably by the thin thread of
sunlight. Bonnard quickly ainmed the recorder and caught the spectacl e of
hundreds of giffs, w ngs raised, beaks open, carolling a curious warble as
they turned in the sparse sunlight.

"Ever seen anything like that before, Varian?" asked Kai in amazenent.

"Not quite like that. Oh, they are beautiful creatures. Quick,
Bonnard, on the third terrace to the left, get that [ot?"

The giffs, one after the other, dropped off the |edge, w ngs spreading
and lifting, soaring, turning over, as if letting each part of their bodies
bathe in the sunlight. It was a slow aerial dance that held the observers
spel | bound.

"They' ve got their eyes closed,"” Bonnard said, peering through the

focusing lens of the recorder. "Hope they know where they're going."
"They probably have some sort of radar perception,” said Varian. She
i ncreased her face-mask's nmagnification to observe nore closely. "I wonder

are their eyes closed for sone nystical reason? O sinply because the
sun is strong?"

"Carotene is good for your eyes," said Bonnard

Varian tried to recall if she'd ever seen a fang-face or one of the
her bi vores squint or close their eyes conpletely during sunshine. She
couldn't remenmber. Full sunlight was a rare enough occasion so that all human
eyes were invariably on the sun. She'd check the tapes out when she got back

to the canp.
"Now, |ook Varian, only sone of '"emare doing the flying act," said
Bonnard. He had swung around, recorder still operating, and focused on the

juvenile giffs scratching about on the fish sunmt.

One of themlet out a squawk, tried to back away from sonethi ng and,
over bal ancing, fell back. |Its conpanions regarded it for a |long nmonment as it
| ay, flapping hel pl essly.

Wt hout thinking, Varian began to clinb towards the sunmmt to assist the
creature. She had put her hand over the top, when an adult giff, with a cry
shrill enough to be a comand, |anded on the summit, awkwardly turning towards
Varian. Wen she judiciously halted her clinbing, the giff deftly flipped the
juvenile to its feet with the wing claws. The wing remained a protective



envel ope above the young giff.

"Ckay, | get the message, loud and clear," said Varian

A second grating sound issued fromthe adult giff whose eyes never |eft
Vari an.

"Varian!" Kai's call was warning and conmand.

"I"'mall right. |[I've just been told to keep ny distance."

"Make it nore distance, Varian. |'mcovering you."

"It would have attacked me if it was going to, Kai. Don't show the
stunner."

"How woul d they know what a stunner is?" asked Bonnard.

"Point! I'mgoing to offer the grass.”" And slowy Varian took the rift

grasses fromher | eg pouch and with great care held up the sheaf for the giff
to see.

The creature's eyes did not | eave hers but Varian sensed that the grass
had been noticed. She noved her hand slowy, to place the sheaf on the top of
the sunmit. The giff nade another grating noise, softer, |ess aggressive in
tone

"You're very wel cone," said Varian, and heard Bannard's snort of
di sgust. "Courtesy is never wasted, Bonnard. Tone conveys its own nessage.
So does gesture. This creature understands a certain anount from both what
' mdoing and what |' m saying."

She had begun to descend to the sled's terrace | evel now, noving
del i berately and never taking her eyes fromthe giff. As soon as she was
back, standing with Kai and Bonnard, the adult giff waddled forward, took up
the grass and then, returning to the sea-edge, dropped off. Once it had
sufficient wing room it soared up again and out of sight anmong the other
fliers.

"That was fascinating," said Kai on the end of a long held sigh

Bonnard was regarding Varian with open respect.

"Ww  One poke of that beak and you'd' ve been sent over the edge."

"There was no nenace in the giff's action.”

"Varian," said Kai, laying a hand on her arm "do be careful."
"Kai, this isn't ny first contact." Then she sawthe worry in his eyes.
"I am always careful. O | wouldn't be here now Mking friends with alien

creatures is my business. But how|l'mever to find out how mature their young
are if they're this protective . " She stopped, whistled her surprise.

| know. The giff was protective because it's used to protecting the
juveniles. So, they're not equipped to protect thenmselves at birth, or for
some time thereafter. Still," and she sighed her disappointnent, "I would
have |iked to get inside one of their caves . "

"Look, Varian," said Bonnard in a whisper and indicated the direction
with the barest nmovenment of his forefinger.

Slowy, Varian turned to see a row of juvenile giffs watching fromthe
summit, wings in a closed position, tilted up beyond their backs, w ng claws
acting as additional supports to their sitting. Varian began to |augh
shaki ng her head and nmuttering about the observer observed.

"So we're fair peek," said Kai, |eaning against the edge of the sled and
folding his arns. "Now what do we do in your progranme? Be observed in our
dai ly norning habits?"

"You can, if you wish. Be interesting to see how long their attention
span is, but there's a great deal going on up there." She pointed skywards
where the giffs were circling, but some groups spun off in various directions,
wi th purposeful sweeps of their wings. "W don't seemto have hit a day of
rest," she said, flashing a smle at Kai. "Bonnard, if | give you a |l eg up on
the sled' s canopy, | think you can see the summit. Can you tell ne what the
juvenil es were squawki ng about? O what overbal anced the one | wanted to
rescue?"

"Sure."

"Just don't dance about too nmuch. Your boots'll scar the plascreen
And no, you can't take 'emoff," Kai added as Bonnard began to speak



They hoi sted himup and, noving with great care, Bonnard positioned
hi rsel f where he could see the summit.

"There's dead fringes up here, Varian, and sonme slinmy |ooking seaweed.
Aw, would you | ook at that?"

The juveniles, attracted by his new position, had abandoned that section
of the summt and waddl ed over to stand directly in Bannard' s line of sight.
Di sgusted, he, propped both hands against his hips and gl ared, actions which
set themall to squawking and shifting away fromthe edge. Kai and Varian
chuckl ed over the two sets of young.

"Hey, recorder nman, you missed a dilly of a sequence!"

"Don't | just know it?"

"C nmon down," Varian told him having | earned what she needed to know.

She wandered over to the sea edge of the terrace, |ay down, peering
further over the drop

"I"'mnot allowed up. AmI| allowed down? There appears to be a cave
over to the left, about twenty netres, Kai. |If | use a bell-harness, you
could probably swing ne to it."

Kai was not conpletely in favour of such gymnastics but the
bel t - harness, w nched safely to the sled' s exterior attachments, could hold a
heavy-wor| der securely. He was glad not to be at the end of the pendul um
swi ng as she was to reach her objective.

"Are they watching, Bonnard?" Varian asked over the comunit.

"The young ones are, Varian, and yes, one of the airborne fliers is

wat chi ng. "

"Let's see if they have any prohibitive spots . "

"Varian . . ." Kai grew apprehensive as he, too, saw the adult giff
fly in for a close look at Varian's sw ngi ng body.

"It's only looking, Kai. | expect that. One nore swi ng now and . .
| got it." She had grabbed and caught a stony protrusion at the cave entrance
and agilely scranbled in.

"Rakers! It's abandoned. |It's gigantic. Goes so far back | can't see
the end." Her voice over the comunit sounded muffled and then hol | ow

"No, wait. Just what | wanted. An egg. An egg? And they let nme in.
Ch, it rattles. Dead egg. Small, too. Well, only circunstantial evidence

that their young are born immature. Hwmm There're grasses here, sort of
formng a nest. Too scattered at this point to be sure. They can't have
abandoned a cave because there's an infertile egg? No fish bones, or scales.
They rmust devour whole. Good digestions then."

Bonnard and Kai exchanged gl ances over her nonol ogue and the assorted
sounds of her investigations, broadcast fromthe comunit.

"The nest grasses are not the rift valley type, nore |like the tougher
fibres of the swanp growths. | wonder . . . (Okay, Kai," and her broadcast
voi ce was augnented by the clearer tones that indicated she had left the cave,
"pull me up."

She had grasses sprouting fromher |eg pouches as she came over the lip
of the | edge, and the egg nade an unusual bulge in the front of her ship suit.

"Any sign of alarn?" she asked

Kai, securing the wi nch, shook his head as Bonnard | eaped to assist her
out of the harness.

"Hey, their eggs are small. Can | shake it?"

"Go ahead. What's in it is long dead."

n W]y?ll

Varian shrugged. "We'll let Trizein have a gawk and see if he can find
out. | don't necessarily wish to fracture it. Let ne have that plascovering.
Kai ," and she neatly stored the egg, surrounded by the dead grasses and then

brushed her gl oved hands together to signify a task well conpleted. "That's
thirsty work," she said and | ed the way back to the sled where she broke out
nore rations.

"You know, " she said, half-way through the quick meal, "I think that
each of those groups was out on various set tasks . "



"So we're staying around to see what they bring hone?" asked Kai

"I'f you don't mi nd?"

"No." He inclined his head towards the juveniles, sone of whom had
i ndeed | ost interest and were bunbling about the sunmit at the far side. "I'm
enjoying the reversal of roles."

"I wish |l could get into a cave currently in use

"Al'l in one day?"

"Yes, you're right, Kai. That's asking too much. At |east, we've
experi enced no aggressive action fromthem The adult construed ny action as
hel pful rather than dangerous. It did accept the grass . . ."

They all glanced upward as an unusual note penetrated the sled's roof, a
hi gh pitched, sharp sustained note. The juveniles on the summit canme rigidly
to attention. Varian gestured to Bonnard to take the recorder but the boy was
al ready reaching for it, doing a scan of the skies before he steadied the
device on the alert young.

A mass of fliers fell fromthe caves, gained wing roomand flewwith an
ast oni shi ng show of speed off into the m sty south west.

"That's the direction of the sea gap. The net fishers?"

"The juveniles are clearing away," said Bonnard. "Looks like fish for
lunch to ne."

Qut of the mist now appeared wi ng-weary giffs, barely skimmng the
water, rising with obvious effort to | edges where they settled, w ngs uncl osed
and drooping. Varian was certain she'd seen grass trailing fromthe rear
claws of one. They waited, and so did the juveniles, occasionally poking at
each other. Bonnard, fretting with the interval, noved towards the sled exit
but Varian stopped him just as they saw an adult giff land on their terrace.

"Don't nove a nuscle, Bonnard."

The adult watched, its eyes never noving fromthe sled.

"Now move slowy back fromthe exit," Varian told himand when he had
conpl eted the manoeuvre, she let out a deep sigh of relief. "What did | tel
you the other day? You don't bother animals with their food. You sure as
rakers don't bother creatures waiting for lunch, if you want to stay in good
with them"

"I"'msorry, Varian."

"That's all right, Bonnard. You have to |learn these things.

Fortunately no harm s done -- either to you or to our nmission." She sniled at
Bannard' s downcast face. "Cheer up. we've also |earned sonething else. They
haven't let up surveillance of us for one mnute. And they've figured out
where we enter and | eave this sled. Pretty clever creatures, I'd say."

Never taking his eyes off their guard, the boy sank to the floor of the
sl ed.

They wai ted another three-quarters of an hour before Kai, renenbering to
keep his gesture slow, alerted themto the returning giffs. Cries raised from
every quarter and so many giffs were airborne that Bonnard conpl ai ned that his
frames woul d show nore furred bodi es and wi ngs than anything informative.

Bonnard and Varian saw a repetition of the previous performance as the
shimering piles of fish were spewed fromthe nets. The juveniles waddled in
and one adult, spotting a youngster stocking up his throat pouch, tapped it
smartly on the head and made it regurgitate. Kai observed anot her adult
separating fringes fromthe mass, dextrously flipping themover the edge of
the cliff with smart sweeps of his beak. Wen it had apparently conpl eted
that task on its side of the catch, it carefully scrubbed its beak agai nst
st one.

"I got that on tape, Varian," Bonnard assured her as Kai pointed out
another curiosity, an adult giff whose beak was being stuffed by others. The
giff then waddl ed off the cliff edge, gained wing roomand di sappeared into
one of the larger caves. Another took his place, to be filled up before
flying off, this time to another |arge aperture. The juveniles were all owed
to eat one fish at a tinme. There was a repeat of juvenile terror over a
fringe, two fell over and were intertwined until rescued by a watching adult.



Bonnard fretted at having to remain inside the sled instead of on it where he
could have got nuch better tapes of the incident.

Gradual ly the supply dwi ndled, the juveniles losing interest and
di sappearing fromthe summit. Soon after, Varian noticed that no giffs were
to be seen. They waited patiently until Kai becane so restless with
inactivity that Varian could not ignore the fact that they were not furthering
their study of the giff by remaining either in the sled or on the terrace.

It was well past mdday now. She'd enough on tapes for hours of study.
Her announcement that they' d better get back to the conpound net with instant
action on the part of the two males. Kai checked the sled' s lock for flight,
noti oned Bonnard to strap hinself in and did so hinmself. Both were ready
whi |l e she, |aughing, was barely seated.

As she took off, she circled once nore over the summit, noting that
small fringes were left to bake and deteriorate on the sunmit. She'd answered
a few of her questions, but nore had been raised by the day's happenings. She
was reasonably pleased with the excursion, if only because it had been
somet hi ng she'd wanted to do.

CHAPTER EI GHT

Kai noticed the absence of the sleds as they circled an encanpnent strangely
notionl ess. Only Dandy was visible, half asleep in his pen, one hind | eg
cocked at the ankle. For sone reason, that reassured Kai. Dandy had shown a
mar ked tendency to react to any tension or excitement in the conmpound by
coweri ng agai nst the fencing of his pen

"Everyone is indeed resting,"” said Varian who was piloting the sled.

"My teans nust have nmade an early return to their canps.”

"Yes, but where are ny heavy-worlders? Not all the sleds should be

gone. "

"Bakkun sai d sonethi ng about going to his place," said Bonnard.

"Hi s place?" Kai and Varian asked in chorus.

"Yes. North," said Bonnard, pointing. "Bakkun's special place is in
the north."

"What sort of special place?" asked Varian, signalling Kai with a quick
glance to let her do the questioning. "Have you been there?"

"Yes, |ast week when | was out with Bakkun. 1t's not what |1'd cal
special, just a clear circular place anong the trees, closed off at one end by
arock fall. There's a bunch of the big grass-eaters, |ike Mabel, and sone

other smaller types. They've all got hunks out of their sides, Varian
Bakkun told me Paskutti was interested in them Didn't he nention it to you?"

"Probably hasn't had tine," said Varian in such an of f-handed manner
that Kai knew Paskutti hadn't mentioned it to her

"Time? That was a week ago."

"We've all been busy," said Varian, frowning as she slipped the sled
into hold and landed it lightly on the ground.

Lunzie was at the veil lock now, waiting to open it for them

"Successful trip?" she asked.

"Yes, indeed. Everyone enjoying a quiet restful day here, too?" asked
Vari an.

Lunzi e gave her a | ong searching | ook

"As far as | know, " said Lunzie slowy, her eyes never |eaving Varian's
as she closed the veil lock. "Terilli's working on some draw ngs in Gaber's
done, and Cleiti's reading in the main done."

"Could I show Cleiti the tapes, Varian?"

"By all means. Just don't erase 'em by m stake!"

"Varian! 1've been handling tapes for weeks wi th no bl anki ng."

Kai coul d sense that Varian wanted Bonnard out of earshot. He was al so
awar e that somehow or other the two wonmen had exchanged sone tacit information
and were inpatient to talk uninhibitedly. Kai had a few questions to put to



Vari an, too, about Bakkun, Paskutti and trapped herbivores.
"My teans get off all right?" Kai asked Lunzie to cover the conspi cuous
silence as Bonnard made his way across the conpound. He paused to pat Dandy.
"Yes, all except Bakkun, who went off with the heavy-worl ders on sone
jaunt of their own." Lunzie gestured towards the shuttle and they noved that
way. "Remenber asking nme about the stores, Kai?" she said in a | ow voice.
"Someone raided our hold of a selection of basic nedical supplies. Al so, the
synt hesi zer has been used enough to drain a power pack. Now the synthesizer
may be heavy on power but | hadn't used it that nuch on the new pack. So
had Portegin check it out this nmorning before he went off, and there's no
mal functi on. Sonmeone's been using it. Wat was synthesized | couldn't say."
"Where did the heavy-worl ders go, Lunzie?" Varian asked.

I don't know. | was in the stores by then, when | heard sled and belts
going. Then Portegin came, told me the heavy-worl ders had taken off "
Lunzi e paused, frowning in concentration "That's odd. | was in the store
hold, and they didn't cone to nme for any rations."

"No!"™ Varian's |ow exclamation startled the doctor and Kai

"What's wrong, Varian?"

She had turned very pale, |ooked suddenly quite sick and | eaned agai nst
t he bul khead.

"No, | nust be wong."

"Wong?" Lunzie pronpted her

"I must be. There'd be no reason for themto revert. Wuld there,
Lunzi e?"

"Revert?" Lunzie stared intently at Varian who was still |eaning weakly
agai nst the bul khead. "You can't think . "

"Why el se woul d Paskutti be interested in flank-wounded, herbivores that

| didn't know anything about? | never thought Bakkun was callous. But, to
say such a thing in front of a boy . "
Lunzi e gave a snort. "The heavy-worlders don't have a hi gh opinion of

adult light gravs, less of the ship-bred, and children on their worlds never
speak until they've killed . "

"What are you two tal king about ?" asked Kai

"I"'mafraid | agree with Varian's hypothesis."

"Which is?" Kai spoke testily.

"That the heavy-worlders have taken to eating animal protein." Lunzie's
cal m det ached tone did not |essen the inpact of such a revolting statenent.

Kai thought he would be ill, the sudden nausea was so acute.

"They've . . ." He couldn't repeat the sentence and wai ved one hand
inlieu of the words. "They're Federation nmenbers. They're civilized

"They do conformwhen in Federation conpany,' said Varian in a | ow

col ourl ess voi ce, indicating how deeply shocked she was. "But |'ve worked
with themin expeditions before and they will . . . if they can. | just
didn't think . . . | didn't want to think they'd do it here."

"They have been discreet,” said Lunzie. "Not that |I'm defending them
If it hadn't been for Bonnard's chance remark . . . No," and Lunzie frowned
at the floor plates, |I've been skirting the edges of a theory ever since that
ni ght "

"The night you served themthe fruit distillation.” Varian rounded on
Lunzie, pointing at her. "They weren't drunk! They were high. And you know
why?" Neither had tinme to answer her hypothetical question. "Because of the
vi ol ence . "

"Yes, violence and al cohol would act as stimuli on the heavy-worlders,"
sai d Lunzi e, nodding her head judiciously." They have a naturally sl ow

netabolism"” she told Kai. "And a |ow sex drive which makes them an adnirable
mut ati on for EEC expeditions. Gven the proper stimulants and. " Lunzie
shrugged.

"That's my fault. | shouldn't have let themdrink that night. | knew

You see,"” Varian rushed on in a spate of confession, "that was the day a



fang-face savagely attacked a herbivore. | noticed Paskutti and Tardma
reacting strongly although I thought at the tinme | was inagining things

"That was the viol ence needed and | conpounded the problem by offering
the fruit distillation.” Lunzie was willing to share the responsibility.
"They rmust have made quite a night of it."

"And we thought they'd gone to bed early! "Varian clapped her pal mon
her forehead, adnmitting stupidity. "Wth too potent a brew. . ." She
started to laugh and then, drew in her breath sharply, "Ch, no!"

"Now what ?" demanded Kai sharply.

"They went back."

"Went back?" Kai was confused

"Remenber ny asking you about the big sled's flight time?" Varian asked
Kai .

"They went back and sl aughtered that herbivore for its flesh?" Lunzie
asked Vari an.

"I wish you didn't need to be so revoltingly vul gar,
the doctor as well as hinself and his churning stonach.

said Kai, angry at

"Yes," Lunzie continued, ignoring Kai, "they would definitely need
addi ti onal animal protein . .
"Lunzie!™ Now Varian tried to stop her but the physician continued in

her detached clinical way.
"I do believe they eat, and enjoy, aninmal protein. On their own

pl anet, they have to eat it, little vegetable matter grows on high grav worl ds
that is digestible by human stock. Generally they will conformto the
uni versal standards of vegetable and synthetic proteins. | have given them

subsi stence foods high in
synt hesi zer was overwor ked?"
"Protei n?" asked Kai, desperately hoping that nmenbers of his expedition
had not abrogated all the tenets of acceptable dietary controls.
"No, the other daily requirenents they couldn't get froma purely aninal
diet. One thing that isn't mssing fromour stores is our sort of protein."”
Varian, |ooking green, held up a hand to divert Lunzie.
"Didn't think you were the squeam sh type, Varian," Lunzie said.

Lunzi e stopped. "Could that be why the

"Still, your sensitivity does credit to your upbringing. The tenptation to
eat animal flesh is still strong in the planet-bred . "

"Kai, what are we going to do?" asked Varian

"Frankly," said Lunzie, "though you didn't ask ne, 1'd say there was

not hi ng you can do. They have been di screet about their vile preference.
However," and her tone altered, "this only supports my contention that you can
never successfully condition away a basic urge. It requires generations in a
new envi ronment to be positive of your results. On!'" Lunzie had begun in her
usual confident, pedantic tone. Her exclamation was startled. "l say, Kai
Varian," she | ooked fromone to the other at her nost solemn, "EV is returning
for us, isn't it?"

"W have every reason to believe so," said Kai firmy

"Why do you ask, Lunzie?" Again Varian seenmed to hear something in the
worman' s question that Kai had m ssed.

"Caber doesn't believe so."

"As | told Dinmenon," said Kai, feeling the need to show unconcer ned
authority, "we are out of contact but if the Theks aren't worried, neither am
[."

"The Theks never worry," said Lunzie. "Wrry is for people pressed by
time. How long have we been out of contact, Kai?"

He hesitated only | ong enough to catch Varian's eye and her approval .
Lunzi e was a good ally.

"Since the first reports were stripped fromthe satellite.”

"That | ong?"

"We surm se, and the Theks confirmit, that the cosmic stormEV was
going to investigate after |eaving us, has caused interference and EV can't



reach the satellite.”

Lunzi e nodded, stroking the back of her neck as if her mnuscles were
taut.

"l gather Gaber has been spouting that asinine theory of his, that we're
pl anted?" Kai managed a | augh that sounded, to him genuinely anused.

"I laughed at Gaber, too, but | don't think the heavy-worl ders have the
sanme sense of hunour."

"That woul d account for their aggressive behaviour," said Varian
"They'd be very much at hone on this planet, and strong enough to survive."

"This generation would be strong enough,"” said Lunzie in her pedantic
tone, "but not the next."

"What are you talking like that for?" Kai demanded angrily. " ' Next
generation'. W aren't planted!"
"No, | don't think we are," and Lunzie was calm "We're nmuch too small

a group for a genetic pool and the wong ages. But that wouldn't inhibit the
heavy-worl ders fromstriking out . . ."

"Staying on Ireta?" Kai was appall ed.

"Ch, they've everything here they require," said Lunzie." Al cohol

animal protein . . . The heavy-worlders are often [aws unto thensel ves.
You' ve heard the tales, Varian," and the girl nodded slowy. "I've heard of
several groups just fading into the scenery. |If you can imagine the bulk of a

heavy-wor | der fading . .

"They can't do that," Kai said, westling with di smay, anger and a sense
of futility for he hadn't a notion how to prevent the heavy-worlders from
carrying out such a plan. Physically they were superior, and both he and
Varian had often felt that the heavy-worlders nerely tolerated them as | eaders
because it suited.

"They could, and we had better admit it to ourselves, if to no one
el se," said Lunzie. "Unless, of course, you can figure out sonething so
di sastrous about this planet that they'd prefer to return with us." It was
obvi ous she felt that there could be no such circunstance to deter the
heavy-wor | ders.

"Now, There's a constructive thought," said Varian

"Retro please" said Kai. "W have no indication that that is their
intention! W may have just tal ked ourselves into a crisis wthout any
substantiation. Mihlah! It's no business of ours to interfere with the
sexual requirenents of any group. |If they have to have stimuli to satisfy
their drive, fine. W've created the indiscretion by ascribing unsavoury and
unacceptabl e actions to themand we don't even know i f our specul ations are
valid."

Lunzie looked a little chagrined but Varian was not so easily nollified.

"I don't like it! Something's out of phase. |1've felt it since the day
we went to Mabel's assistance."

"Violence is a stinmulus for the heavy-worlders," said Lunzie." And
despite our strides towards true civilized behaviour, it can prove a stimnulus
for us as well: a primtive, disgusting but valid reaction." Lunzie shrugged
her acceptance of such frailty. "W aren't that far renmoved fromthe slinme of
creation and instinctive response ourselves. Fromnow on, | shall judiciously
dilute the distillation for everyone." She wal ked towards the exit. "And no
one will be the wiser."

"Look, Varian, we don't know yet," said Kai, seeing how dejected Varian
was. "We've taken isolated facts?"

"I'"ve taken isolated facts . . . but Kai, sonething is wong."

-- Too nuch already. W don't need nore."
"Leaders are supposed to anticipate problens so that they don't arise."
"Like EV failing to contact us?" Kai gave her a |ong anused | ook
"That's EV's problem not ours. Kai, |'ve worked with heavy-worl ders
before. | even . . ." she gave a weak |augh, "survived two weeks of
gravity on Thorneka to have some understanding of the conditions that bred

them And | did notice that Paskutti and Tardnma overreacted to fang-face's



attack on the herbivore. As nuch as heavy-worl ders do react."”
"We cannot interfere with the discreet sexual practices of any group

Varian, can we?" He waited until she'd reluctantly agreed. "So, we've now
anticipated that there m ght be a problem right?"

"It's my first big expedition, Kai. It's got to turn out right."

"My dear co-|eader, you've been doing a superior job." Kai pulled her
fromthe bul khead and into his arnms. He didn't Iike to see the volatile
Varian so dejected and, he sincerely hoped, needlessly worried. "None of ny
geol ogy teans have been tranpled or flank bitten . . . you' ve sorted out

some new | ife forns, a bonus on your binary bit, ny friend. And you know,
it'd be nice if we practiced some sex oursel ves?"

He startled her and | aughed at her reaction, took her silence as
acqui escence and kissed her. Meeting with no resistance and sone
co-operation, they retired, discreetly, to his done for the remai nder of the
rest day.

CHAPTER NI NE

A world which stimulated | ast evening's occupation couldn't be all bad, Varian
deci ded the next norning, rising totally refreshed. Perhaps Lunzie had been
wrong to think that just because the heavy-worlders hadn't taken al ong protein
rations, they were going to. . . WlIl, there was no proof that their day
hadn't been spent in gratifying their sex drive, and not an atavistic pleasure
in dietary habits.

Kai was correct, too. As they had no proof of any m sdemeanour, it did
no good to harbour base suspi cions.

Easi er said than done, thought Varian later as she conferred with the
heavy-worl ders on the week's assignnents. She could not put her finger on a
speci fic change, but there was a narked difference in the attitude of her
team Varian had always felt relatively at ease with Paskutti and Tardna.
Today, she was conscious of a restraint, stunbling for phrases and words,
unconfortabl e and feeling that Paskutti and Tardnma were amused by her. They
had an air of snug satisfaction that irritated her, though she'd be hard
pressed to say what gave her that idea as the heavy-worl ders betrayed no
enotion. The xenob team was keepi ng just ahead of the areas the geol ogists
must probe on the ground. Unknown life forms lurked in the heavy vegetation
smal | but equal ly dangerous, and force-screen belts were not absol ute
protecti on.

As the two heavy-worl ders strode beside her towards the sled park, she
could have sworn that Paskutti was linping slightly. Varian and Kai had
agreed to hold off questioning the heavy-worlders and Varian had no trouble
controlling her curiosity that day. That indefinable change in the
heavy-worl ders' attitude towards her acted as a crucial check

It was a distinct relief to her to call an end to the day's scouting
when pelting, wind-lashed rain limted visibility and nade telltaggi ng
i mpossible. That it was Paskutti who called the actual halt to the exercise
gave Vari an some nmeasure of satisfaction.

When they entered the compound, Lunzie was crossing fromthe shuttle to
her quarters and gave Varian an inperceptible signal to join her.

"Somet hi ng occurred yesterday," the physician told Varian in the
privacy. "Tanegli has a gash across one cheek-bone. He said he got it froma
sharp twig when | eaning over to collect a specinmen.” Lunzies expression
di scounted that expl anati on.

"And I'mcertain that Paskutti is masking a linp."

"Cho, and Bakkun is not meking full use of his left arm™

"In some primtive societies, the nales fight for the favour of the
femal es,” Varian said.

"That doesn't hold Berru is wearing heal -seal on her left arm
haven't seen Divisti or the others today but I'd love to call a nedical on al



of "'em Only | did that too recently for the al cohol reaction.”
"Maybe Berru just didn't like the nale who won her?"
Lunzie snorted "I'd say the air was blue with response yesterday.
Anyway, how cone you're in so early?"

"Violent storm couldn't see, and certainly couldn't tell tag what was

on the ground. | rather thought though,"” she added in a drawl, "that Paskutti
and Tardma were quite ready to quit early.”
"I"ve put a new power pack in the synthesizer and I'l|l keep strict

account of any usage Tanegli says he found two nore edible fruits, and one
pl ant heart with a high nutritional content. At |east he says he found them

yest erday . "

"We could still be conputing fromthe wong data," suggested Varian
wi stfully.

"We could be." Lunzie was not convinced.

"l could ask Bonnard if he remenbers the co-ordinates of Bakkun's
so-cal | ed speci al place?"

"You could, though | don't like involving the youngsters in any part of
this."

"Nor do |I. But they are part of the expedition and this could affect
themas well as us adults. However. | could just be in the general vicinity
of Bakkun's run that day, and . "

"Yes, that would not be a blatant abuse of the child' s trust."

"I"ll see what Kai says."

Kai had the sane general objection to involving the youngster at all.

On the other hand, it was inportant to find out exactly what had occurred, and
if the heavy-worlders were reverting, he and Varian would have to know and
take steps. He cautioned Varian to be discreet, both with Bonnard and the

sear ch.

Her opportunity came about quite naturally two nmornings later. Kai and
Bonnard took off north to do a depth assessnent of a pitchblende strike
di scovered by Berru and Triv. Paskutti and Tardma followed by lift-belt to
track and tag sonme shall ow water nonsters observed, at a safe distance, by the
two geol ogists. Varian wanted to penetrate and telltag further to the north
west so she asked Bonnard to be her team flyer

She did a good deal of work with Bonnard and managed casually to veer to
t he proper heading. She had checked Bakkun's flight tapes.

"Say, isn't this near where Bakkun had those herbivores?"

Turning fromthe telltagger, Bonnard gl anced around.

"Alot of Ireta | ooks the sane, purple-green trees and no sun. No,
wait. That line of fold mountains, with the three higher overthrusts

"You have learned a thing or two," said Varian, teasingly.

Bonnard faltered, enbarrassed. "Well, Bakkun's been giving ne
i nstruction, you know. W were headed straight for that central peak,
think. And we | anded just above the first fold of those hills." Then he
added, "We found some gold there, you know. "

"Gold's the | east of the riches this planet holds."

"Then we're not likely to be left, are we?"

Vari an i nadvertently swerved, sending Bonnard agai nst his seat straps.
She corrected her course, cursing Gaber's big nouth and her own | ack of
sel f-control

"Gaber's wi shful thinking, huh?" she asked, hoping her chuckl e sounded

anused. "Those old fogeys get |like that, wanting to extend their | ast
expedi tionary assignment as long as they can.”
"Ch." Bonnard had not considered that possibility. "Terilla told me he

sounded awful certain."”

"W shful thinking often does sound like fact. Say, you don't want to
stay on Ireta, too, do you? Thought you didn't like this stinking planet,
Bonnar d?"

"It's not so bad, once you get used to the snell."

"Just don't get too accustoned, pal. W' ve got to go back to the EV.



Now, keep your eyes open, | want to check . . .
They were flying over the first of the hills but Varian didn't need

Bonnard to tell her when they cruised over Bakkun's special place. It was
clearly identifiable: some of the heavier bones and five skulls stil
remai ned. Stunned and unwillingly conmitted now, Varian circled the sled to

| and and al so saw the heavy, bl ackened stones, witness to a canpfire which the
i ntervening days' rain had not quite washed away.

She said nothing. She was grateful that Bonnard coul dn't and woul dn't
conment .

She put the sled down between the fire site and the first of the skulls.
It was pierced between the eyes with a round hole: too |arge to have been a
stun bolt at close range, but whatever had driven it into the beast's head had
had enough force behind it to send fracture lines along the skull bone. Two
nore skulls showed these holes, the fourth had been crushed by heavy bl ows on
t he thinner base of the neck. The fifth skull was undamaged and it was not
apparent how that creature had nmet its death.

The ground in the small rock-girded field was torn up and nuddied w th
tracks, giving silent evidence to struggl es.

"Varian," Bannard's apol ogetic voice called her fromchaotic
specul ations. He was holding up a thin scrap of fabric, stiff and darker than
ship suits should be, a piece of sleeve fabric for the seamran to a bit of
the tighter cuff: a big cuff, aleft armcuff. She winced with revulsion but
shoved the offending evidence into her thigh pocket.

Resolutely she strode to the makeshift fire-pit, staring at the
bl ackened stones, at the groove chi pped out of opposing stones where a Spit
nmust have been placed. She shuddered agai nst rising nausea.

"We' ve seen enough, Bonnard," she said, gesturing himto follow her back
to the sled. She had all she could do not to run fromthe place.

When they had belted into their seats, she turned to Bonnard, wondering
if her face was as white as his.

"You will say nothing of this to anyone, Bonnard. Nothing."

Her fingers trenbled as she made a note of the co-ordinates. Wen she
lifted the sled, she shoved in a burst of propul sion, overwhel m ngly eager to
put as much space between her and that charnel spot as she coul d!

Nei t her she nor Kai could ignore such an abrogation of basic Federation
tenets. For a fleeting noment, she wi shed she'd nmade this search al one, then
she coul d have forgotten about it, or tried to. Wth Bonnard as wi tness, the
matter could not be put aside as a nightmare. The heavy-worl ders woul d have
to be officially reprimnded, though she wasn't sure how efficaci ous words
woul d be against their physical strength. They were contenptuous enough of
their | eadership already to have killed and eaten animal flesh.

Vari an shook her head sharply, trying to clear her mnd of the revul sion
that inevitably acconpani ed that hideous thought.

"Life form untagged,"” Bonnard said in a subdued tone.

WIlling for any diversion fromher norbid and sickening thoughts, Varian
turned the sled, tracking the creature until it crossed a clearing.

"CGot it," said Bonnard. "It's a fang-face, Varian. And Varian, it's
wounded. Rakers ! "

The predator whirled in the clearing, reaching up to beat futilely at
the air with its short fore-feet. A thick branch had apparently lodged in its
ribs, Varian could see fresh blood fromits exertions flow ng out of the
gapi ng wound. Then she could no |l onger ignore the fact that the branch was a
crude spear, obviously flung with great force into the beast's side.

"Aren't we going to try and help it, Varian?" asked Bonnard as she sent
the sled careering away." W couldn't manage it al one, Bonnard."

"But it will die."

"Yes, and there's nothing we can do now. Not even get cl ose enough to
spray a seal on the wound and hope that it could dislodge that . . ." She
didn't know why she stopped; she wasn't protecting the heavy-worlders, and
Bonnard had seen the horror.



Hadn't the carnivores provided the heavy-worlders wth enough viol ence?
How many ot her wounded creatures woul d she and Bonnard encounter in this part
of the world?

"By any chance, had you the taper on, Bonnard?"

"Yes, | did, Varian."

"Thank you. |'mturning back. | nust speak to Kai as soon as
possi bl e." \When she saw Bonnard | ooking at the communit, she shook her head
"This is an executive matter, Bonnard. Again, | nust ask you to say nothing

to anyone and . She wanted to add "stay away fromthe heavy-worl ders”
but fromthe tight, betrayed expression on the boy's face, she knew such
advi ce woul d be superfl uous.

They continued back to the conmpound in silence for a while.

"Varian?"

"Yes, Bonnard?" She hoped she had an answer for him

"Why? Wiy did they do such a terrible thing?"

"I wish | knew, Bonnard. No incidence of violence stenms froma sinple
cause, or a single notive. |'ve always been told that violence is generally
the result of a series of frustrations and pressures that have no other
possible outlet."

"An action has a reaction, Varian. That's the first thing you |learn
shi pboard. "

"Yes, because you're often in free-fall or outer space, so the first
thing you'd have to learn, ship-bred, is to control yourself, your actions."

"On a heavy world, though," Bonnard was trying to rationalize so hard,
Varian coul d al nrost hear himcasting about for a justification. "On a heavy
worl d, you would have struggle all the tine, against the gravity."

"Until you becane so used to it, you wouldn't consider it a struggle.
You' d be conditioned to it."

"Can you be conditioned to violence?" Bonnard sounded appall ed.

Varian gave a bark of bitter laughter. "Yes, Bonnard, you can be
conditioned to violence. MIllenniunms ago, it used to be the general human
condition."

"I"'mglad I'"malive now "

To that Varian made no reply, wondering if she was in accord. 1In an
earlier time, when people were still struggling to a civilized |level that
spurned the eating of aninmal flesh; to a level that had | earned not to inpose
its peculiar standards on any other species; to a level that accepted, as a
matter of course, the friendships and associations w th beings diverse and

wonderful: a woman of only three hundred years ago woul d have had sone
occasion to cope with utter barbarianism It was one matter entirely for
beasts to fight and kill each other, follow ng the dictates of an ecol ogy (not

that she was prevented from succouring the weaker when she could), but for one
speci es, stronger, nore flexible, basically nore dangerous because of its
versatility, to attack a stupid animal for the sporting pleasure was
unspeakabl y savage.

What were she and Kai to do about such behaviour? Again she w shed she
hadn't brought Bonnard. She'd been too clever, so she had, involving the boy.
Per haps scarring himwi th such evidence of wanton cruelty. But she hadn't
expected anything like this when she thought of investigating Bakkun's speci al
pl ace. How could she? And once discovered, strong nmeasures were indicated.
Too late now to say that the heavy-worlders had been discreet in their vile
pursuits. Too late to wish she'd never wanted to check into their activities.

On the other hand, such aberrant behavi our was better uncovered on a
wor |l d where no other sentient species was conprom sed. She also found sone
measure of relief that the heavy-worl ders had picked on the stupid herbivores
and predators, rather than the lovely golden giffs. |If they'd harnmed them.

Pure rage, such as she had never experienced before in her life,
consunmed her with an incredible force.

Startled, Varian conposed her thoughts. She nust discipline herself if
she wanted to control others.



They were al nbst to the compound now, sweeping down the broad plain that
led to their granite height. Varian found herself hoping that, for sone
unknown reasons, Kai had returned early. That was the trouble with bad news:
it didn't keep. The intelligence was a sore weight in her mnd, festering
wi th specul ation, such as what were the heavy-worlders doing right now?

She | anded, rem nding Bonnard to say nothing, even to Cleiti or Terilla,
nost certainly not to Gaber

"You bet not Gaber," said Bonnard with a smle. "He talks an awful |ot
but he says so little . . . ‘unless he's tal king about maps and beaned
shots. "

"Wait a minute, Bonnard." Varian notioned himback, wondering about the

wi sdom of involving himfurther. She glanced towards the shi mering
force-screen, the dance of dying insects registering blue across the field.
She tried to think, calmy, whether there was anyone el se in the conpound she
could trust. Then she gl anced back at the boy, standing easily, his head
slightly cocked as he awaited her conmand. "Bonnard, |'mtaking the power
pack fromthis sled. Wen the other sleds cone in, | want you to renove the
packs -- hide themin the underbrush if you can't bring theminside. |If any
one questions you, say that your chore is checking themfor |ead drains. Yes,
That's logical. Do you understand me?" She was uncl anmping their sled s pack
as she issued her instructions. "You know where the packs are in the snaller
sl eds? And how to renobve then?"

"Portegin showed us. Besides, | just saw you do it." He gave her the
hand-1ift which she attached to the heavy power pack and heaved it fromthe
sled. 1'll just get another hand-lift."

She could see in his expression that he had nore questions he was eager
to ask as he followed her to the veil |ock where Lunzie now stood to admit
them As they passed her, the wonan | ooked at the power pack Varian was
trailing

"One of the leads is clogged," Varian said.

"I's that why you're back so early? Good thing," and Lunzie's usually
sol emn face broke into a wide grin. She gestured towards Dandy's pen
Trizein was leaning on the fencing, staring intently at the little creature
who was, for a second nmarvel, peacefully nunching at a pile of grasses,
oblivious to the scrutiny.

"Trizein's out of his lab? What happened?”

"Il let himtell you. |It's his surprise, not nine."

"Surprise?”

"Here, Bonnard, take the power pack from Varian and put it where it
bel ongs . .

Varian indicated the shuttle to Bonnard, a gesture which brought a
surprised glance from Lunzi e.

"Well, then," she said, "in the shuttle and conme straight back. You'l
want to hear about the probable ancestry of your pet, too."

"Huh?" Bonnard was startl ed.

"Quick, to the shuttle with the pack." Lunzie shooed himoff with both

hands. "The power pack |eads, Varian? That's a bit lame, isn't it?"

"Varian! Has Lunzie told you?" Trizein had | ooked away from Dandy and
seen her. "Wy didn't anyone tell me? | mean, | can specul ate possibilities
from di senbodi ed tissues, but this . . . creature fromour prehistoric past

H s words were diversion enough but the ringing tone in which he spoke
made Varian nove nmore quickly to him

"Prehistoric past? What do you nean, Trizean?"

"Way, this little specinen is an excellent exanple of a primtive
her bi vore . .

"1 know t hat

"No, no, ny dear Varian, not just a primtive herbivore of this planet,
but an Earth-type herbivore, of the group perissodactyl."

"Yes, | know it's perissodactyl. The axis of the foot is through the



mddle toe."

"Varian, are you being dense on purpose to tease me? This," and Trizein
gestured dramatically to Dandy, "is the first step in the genotype of the
horse. He's a genuine hyracotherium Earth type!"

The significance of Trizein's point gradually dawned on Varian

"You're trying to tell ne that this is not sinmilar to an Earth-type
horse, it is the lineal ancestor of an Earth-type horse?"

"That's exactly what I'mtelling you. Not trying. Telling?"

"It isn't possible." Varian said that flatly and her expression accused
Trizein of teasing her

Trizein chuckl ed, preening hinmself by straightening his shoulders as he
beaned at each nmenber of his small audience.

"I may seemto be the original absent-mi nded anal ytical chem st, but ny
concl usi ons are al ways provable: ny experinments conducted efficiently and as
expedi tiously as equi pment and circunstance allow. Lately |I've been wondering
i f soneone has been trying to fool me, to test ny ability or ny tendency to

digress. | assure you that | do know when two totally different life forms
are presented to ne as co-existing on this planet. It is too bad of soneone.
And | informyou right nowthat | amaware of this subterfuge. Al the

ti ssues you and your teanms have been giving nme suggest a sufficient variety of
creatures to popul ate several planets, not just one. Didn't the Ryxi bring
their own technicians? |Is there life on the Thek planet that |'m being given
such diverse . !

"\What about that aninmal tissue that Bakkun gave you about a week ago?"
It was a chance but she wasn't surprised when Trizein answered her

"Ch, yes, the cellular level is remarkably conparable. A vertebrate, of
course, which checks to ten decimal places, mtotic spindle, nitochondria al

quite ordinary in a henogl obin based species. Like that fellow there!" And
he jerked his thunb at Dandy. "Ah, Bonnard," he said as the boy approached
them "I undertsand from Lunzie that you rescued the little fellow?"

"Yes, sir, | did. But what is he?"

"A hyracotherium or | mss ny guess,"” said Trizein with the forced
joviality an adult often displayed for the unknown quantity of a youngster

"Does that nmake Dandy special ?" asked Bonnard of Varian

"I'f he is a genuine hyracotherium unusually special," said Varian in a
strangl ed voi ce.

"You doubt me," Trizein said, aggrieved. "You doubt ne! But | can
prove it." He grabbed Varian by the el bow and Lunzie by the shoul der and
mar ched them towards the shuttle. "One is not allowed to bring nuch of a

personal nature on a small short term expedition such as this, but | did bring
my own data discs. You'll see.”

As they were propelled into the shuttle, Varian knew what she woul d see.
For all his erratic speech and mental nannerisns, Trizein was invariably
accurate. She only wi shed his data discs would indicate how Dandy's species

got to Ireta. It was no consolation either to realize that Trizein was likely
to prove that the hot-bl ooded pentadactyls were aliens to this planet, and the
fringes with their cell construction of filanents were native. It was al

part of the total confusion of this expedition: planted or mslaid, exploring
a planet already once cored, out of control with the mother ship and in danger
of a nmutiny.

Trizein had shoved theminto his | ab and was now rummaging in his
carry-sack which swng froma bolt in the ceiling, withdrawing a carefully
wr apped bundl e of data storage discs. He located the one he wanted and, with
an air of righteous triunph, inserted it into the ternminal's slot. There was
no i ndeci sion about the keys he tapped and, as he pressed the print-out tab
he turned towards themw th an expectant | ook

Before their eyes was a replica, except for colouration, of Dandy.
Neatly printed, the | egend read "Hyracotherium Terra-dicogene Age.
Extinct." \ere Bannard's pet had nottled reddi sh-brown fur, this creature
was nmore dun and stripe: the difference necessitated by canoufl age



requi rements, Varian realized, fromone environnment to another. An
i ndi cation, also, that the creature had evolved to sone extent here on Ireta.
H s presence nmade no sense yet.

"I don't understand about Dandy being like this old Earth beast. He's
extinct," said Bonnard, turning questioningly to Varian. | thought you
couldn't find duplicate |life forms devel opi ng i ndependently on spatially
di stant planets. And Ireta isn't even the same sort of planet as Earth. The
sun's third generation."

"W have observed inconsistencies about lreta," said Lunzie in her dry
conforting voice.

"I's there any question in your mnd about this creature's simlarity
now?" asked Trizein, exceedingly pleased with his perfornance.

"None, Trizein. But you were out in the conmpound before, why didn't you
notice Dandy's simlarity then?"

"My dear, | was out in the conmpound?" Trizein affected dazed surprise

"You were, but your mnd was undoubtedly on nmore inportant matters,"
said Lunzie, a bit sharply.

"Quite likely," said Trizein with dignity "My tinme has been heavily
schedul ed with anal yses and tests and all kinds of interruptions. |'ve had
little time to look around this world, though | have, you m ght say, exani ned
it intimately."

"Do you have other extinct and ancient Earth-type animals on that disc
as well as Dandy?"

"Dandy? Ch, the Hyracotheriun? Yes. this is ny Earth pal eontol ogi ca

di sc, | have ancient species from. "
"We'd better stick to one set of puzzles at atine, Trizein?" said
Varian, not certain he could absorb nore conundruns today. |If the fringes

should turn out to be a life formfrom Beta Canari dae, she'd go tw sted.
"Bonnard, the tape on the giffs is in the main console, isn't it?"

"I put it on data retrieval hold when | showed it to Cleiti and Terilla.
Under the date, and giffs, Varian."

Varian tapped up the proper sequence on the term nal and al so
transferred Trizein's disc to the snmaller screen and a hold. The term na
screen cleared to a vivid frame of a golden flier, its crested head tilted
slightly, enhancing the inpression of its intelligence.

"Great heavens above ! And furred. Definitely furred,"” cried Trizein,
bending to peer intently at the giff. "There has always been a great deal of
controversy about that anmong my coll eagues. No way to be certain, of course,
but this is unquestionably a Pteranodon!"

"Pt eranodon?" Bonnard squirnmed, unconfortable to hear such a ponderous
nanme attached to a creature he |iked.

"Yes, a Pteranodon, a form of dinosaur, m snaned, of course since
patently this creature is warmblooded . . . inhabiting ancient Earth in
Mesozoic tines. Died out before the Tertiary period began. No one knows why,
t hough there are as many specul ati ons about the cause . " Trizein
suddenly warded off the face that flashed on the screen for Varian had tapped
i n another sequence fromthe data banks. The heavy jawed head of a fang-face

snarled up at them "Varian! it's . . . It's Tyrannosaurus rex. M dear
what sort of a crude joke are you attenpting to play on me?" He was furious.
"That is no joke." said Lunzie, nodding sol emmly.

Trizein stared at her, his eyes protruding fromhis skull as his jaw
dropped. He gl anced back at the predatory countenance of the tyrant 1lizard, a
nane whi ch Varian thought extrenmely suited to its bearer

"Those creatures are alive on this planet?"

"Very much so. Do you have this Tyrannosaurus rex on your data disc?"

Al most reluctantly, and with a finger that noticeably trenbled, Trizein
tapped out a sequence for his own disc. The nmild features and small body of
Hyracot heri um was repl aced by the upright haughty and dangerous form of
fang-face's prototype. Again there was a difference in colouration.

"The force screen," said Trizein, "is it strong enough to keep it



out si de?"

Varian nodded. It should be. Furthernore, there aren't any of this
kind within a confortable ten to fifteen kilonetres of us. Wen we noved in,
they noved out. They have other, nore docile ganme than us." The shudder that
ri ppl ed down her spine was not for fear of Tyrannosaurus rex.

"You're sure it will keep its distance?" asked Trizein, concerned

"That creature ruled its mllenniuns on old Earth. Wy, he was suprene.
Not hi ng coul d defeat him"

Varian recalled all too vividly a tree-branch of a spear inextricably
lodged in a tyrant lizard' s rib cage.

"He doesn't l|ike sleds, Trizein," said Bonnard, not noticing her
silence. "He runs fromthem'

The chem st regarded the boy with considerabl e skepticism

"He does," Bonnard repeated. "I've seen him Only today . . ." Then
he caught Varian's repressive glance but Trizein hadn't noticed.

The man sank slowy to the nearest |ab bench.

"Varian mght tease ne, and so m ght the boy, but Lunzie

It was as if Trizein, too, wished to hear a negative that mnuld reassure
him restore matters to a previous confortable balance. Lunzie, shaking her
head, confirned that the creatures did exist, and others of considerable size
and variety.

" St egosaurus, too? And the thunder lizard, the original dinosaur? And

" Trizein was torn between perturbation and eager excitenent at the

thought of seeing alive creatures he had | ong considered extinct. "Wy was |
never told about then? | should have been told! It's nmy specialty, ny hobby,
prehistorical life forms." Now Trizein sounded pl aintive and accusatory.

"Believe ne, my friend, it was not a conscious om ssion?" said Lunzie,
patting his hand.

"I"'mthe true xenob, Trizein," said Varian in apology. "It never
occurred to ne that these weren't unique specinmens. 1've only started
consi dering that an anonmaly nust exist when you anal yzed the fringe types and
found themto be on such a different cellular level. That and the grasses!"”

"The grasses? The grasses! And tissue slides and bl ood plates, and al
the tine," now outrage stirred Trizein to his feet, "all the tinme these
fantastic creatures are right . . . right outside the force screen. It's
too nmuch! Too nuch, and no one would tell ne!"
"You were outside the compound, Trizein, oh you who | ook and do not
sai d Lunzie.
"I'f you hadn't kept ne so busy with work, each of you saying it was
vital and inportant, and had top priority. Never have | had to deal so
singl e-handedly with so many top priorities, animal, vegetable and m neral
How | ' ve kept going . "

see,

"Truly, we're sorry, Trizein. Mre than you know. | wish | had pried
you out of the lab nuch earlier,” said Varian so enphatically that Trizein was
mollified. "On nore counts than identifying the beasts.”

Nevert hel ess, woul d that know edge and identification have kept the
heavy-worl ders fromtheir bestial game? Wuld it matter in the final outcone,
Vari an wonder ed.

"Well, well, make up for your om ssions now Surely this isn't all you
have?"

Grateful for any legitimate excuse to del ay the unpl easant, Varian
gestured Trizein to be seated on sonething nore confortable than a bench and
tapped out a sequence for her survey tapes, conpiled when she and Terilla were
doi ng the charts.

"It is patently obvious," said the chenist, when he had seen all the
speci es she had so far taped and tagged, "that soneone has played a joke. Not
necessarily on ne, on you, or us," he added, glancing about from under his
heavy brows. "Those aninals were planted here."

Bonnard gargl ed an exclamation, not as controlled in his reaction to
that phrase as Lunzie or Varian.



"Planted?" Varian managed a weal th of amused disbelief in that |aughed
wor d.

"Well, certainly they didn't spring up in an independent evol ution, ny
dear Varian. They nmust have been brought here . "

"Fang-face, and herbivores and the gol den fllers7 Ch, Trizein, it isn't
possi bl e. Besides which the difference in pignmentation indicates that they
evol ved here . !

"Ch yes, but they started on Earth. | don't consider canoufl age or
pigmentation a real deterrent to my theory. Al you'd need is one combpn
ancestor. Cimte, food, terrain would all bring about specialization over
the mllenniunms and the variety of types would evolve. (The big herbivores,
for instance, undoubtedly devel oped from Struthiomrnus but so did
Tyrannosaurus and, quite possibly, your Pteranodon.) The possibilities are
infinite fromone nutual ancestor. Look at humans, for instance, in our
infinite variations."

"I"ll grant it's possible, Trizein, but why? Wo would do such a crazy
thing? For what purpose? Wy perpetuate such nmonstrosities as fang-face? |
could see the golden fliers .

"My dear, variety is essent|al in an ecol ogi cal bal ance. And the
di nosaurs were narvel l ous creatures. They ruled old Earth for nore
m |l enniunms than we poor badly engi neered hono sapi ens have existed as a
species. Wio knows why they faded? What catastrophe occurred . . Mor e
than likely a radical change in tenperature foll owi ng a magnetic shlft --
That's my theory at any rate, and |I'lIl support it with the evidence we've
found here. Oh, | do think this is a splendid devel opnent. A planet that has
remai ned in the Mesozoic condition for untold mllions of years, and is likely
to remain so for unknown nillenniums |onger. The thermal core, of course, is
the factor that . . ."

"Who, Trizein, rescued the dinosaurs fromEarth and put them here to
continue in all their savage spl endour?" asked Varian

"The O hers?"

Bonnard gasped.

"Trizein, you're teasing. The Qthers destroy life, not save it."

Vari an spoke sternly.

Trizein | ooked unrenorseful. "Everyone is entitled to a bit of a joke.
The Theks planted them of course.”

"Have the Theks planted us, too?" asked Bonnard, scared.

"Good heavens!" Trizein stared at Bonnard, his expression turning from
surprise at the idea to delight. "Do you really think we mght be, Varian?
When | consider all the investigatory work | must do . "

Lunzi e and Varian exchanged shocked gl ances. Trizein would wel cone such
a devel opnent .

"To prove ny concl usions of warm bl oodedness. | wonder, Varian, you
didn't show ne any true saurians, that is to say, any col d-bl ooded species
because if they did develop here as well, as a specialization, of course, it
woul d substantially inmprove my hypothesis. This world appears to remain
consistently hotter than old Earth . . . WelIl, Varian, what's the matter?"

"W're not planted, Trizein."

Daunt ed and di sappoi nted, he | ooked next to Lunzie who al so shook her

head.

"Ch, what a pity." He was so dejected that Varian, despite the
seriousness of the nonment, had difficulty suppressing her amusement. "Well, |
serve you all fair warning that | do not intend to keep nmy nose to the data
di sc and term nal keyboard any nore. | shall take time off to investigate ny

theory. Wy didn't anyone think to show ne a frane of the aninmals whose flesh
|'ve been analyzing so often? The time |'ve wasted . "

"Anal yzi ng ani mal tissues?" Lunzie spoke first, her eyes catching
Varian's in alarm

"Quite. None of themwere toxic, a conclusion now confirmed by our
mut ual planet of origin. | told Paskutti that so you don't need to be so



particul ar about personal force-screens when in close contact. \Were are you
keepi ng the other specinmens? Nearby?"

"No. Wy do you ask?"

Trizein frowned, having started and diverted hinself from any nunber of
lines of thought, and was now bei ng brought up sharp

"Why? Because | got the distinct inpression from Paskutti that he was
worried about actual contact with these creatures. O course, not nuch can
penetrate a heavy-worlder's hide but |I could appreciate his worrying that you
m ght get a toxic reaction, Varian. So | assunmed that the beasts were nearby,
or wounded |ike that herbivore when we first landed. Did you ever show ne a
frame of that one?"

"Yes," Varian replied, absently because her m nd was revol vi ng about
nore pressing identities, like the nane of the gane the heavy-worlders were
pl aying. "One of the Hadrasaurs. | think that's what you called it."

"There were, in fact, quite a variety of Hadrasaur, the crested, the
hel reted, the . . ."

"Mabel had a crest," said Bonnard.

"You know, Varian, | think that Kai would be interested in Trizein's
identification of Dandy," said Lunzie.

"You're quite right, Lunzie," said Varian, noving woodenly towards the
lab's comunit.

She was relieved when Kai answered instead of Bakkun, though she'd
prepared herself to deal with the heavy-worlder, too. She was conscious of
Bonnard hol ding his breath as he wondered what she was going to say, and of
Lunzi e' s cal m encour agi ng expr essi on

"Trizein has just identified our wild life, Kai, and explained the
anomaly. | think you'd better come back to base right now. "

"Varian . . ." Kai sounded irritated.

"Cores are not the only things planted on this stinking ball of nud,
Kai, or likely to be planted!"

There was silence on the other end of the conmunit. Then Kai spoke.
"Very well then, if Trizein thinks it's that urgent. Bakkun can carry on
here. The strike is twice the size of the first."

Vari an congratul ated himbut wondered if he oughtn't to insist that
Bakkun return with him She'd a few questions she'd like to put to that
heavy-wor| der on the subject of special places and the uses thereof.

CHAPTER TEN

Bakkun made no commrent on Kai's recall. He was apparently too engrossed in
the intricacies of setting the last core for the shot that would determ ne the
actual size of the pitchbl ende deposit.

"You'll conme back to the base when you finish?" Kai asked as he pl aced
the life-belt for the heavy-worlder by the seismmc.
“If I don't, don't worry. I'Il lift over to the secondary canp."

There was just the slightest trace of enphasis on the personal pronoun
Bakkun's behavi our had been grating on Kai all day. Nothing he could really
point to and say Bakkun was bei ng contenptuous or insolent, but the entire
wor k week Kai had sensed a subtle change in the heavy-worl der geol ogi st.

Vari an's ambi guous remark about things planted or likely to be planted
dom nated his nebulous irritation with Bakkun. The col eader was unlikely to
pani c over trivia and the fact that she had bothered himon a field trip
i ndi cated the seriousness of the matter. What on earth could she nmean by that
cryptic remark? And how could Trizein's identification of the life forns
cl ear up anonalies?

Maybe there'd been a nmessage fromthe Theks and Varian had not wanted
anyone, patching in on his sled' s code, to know. He recalled her exact
phrasing. She'd separated Trizein's achievenment fromthe request for himto
return. So, it wasn't Trizein's discovery in itself.



Rat her than worry needl essly, Kai occupied his mind with estimating the
probabl e wealth of energy materials on this planet, as conputed by sites
al ready assessed and the probability of future finds based on the extended
orogenic activity in the areas as yet unsurveyed.

By the time he reached the base, he decided that Ireta was undoubtedly
one of the richest planets he had ever heard about. It quite cheered himto
realize that sooner or later EV would find this out too Varian, hinself and
t he team nenbers would be rich even by the inflated standards of the
Federation Systens. The supportive personnel, and that would have to include
the three children if Kai had anything to say about it, should al so get
bonuses. Al three of them had been useful to the expedition. There was
Bonnard, now, |ugging the power pack fromone of the parked sleds. |In such
smal | ways, the youngsters had hel ped contribute to the success of the | anding
party.

Lunzi e was operating the veil and greeted Kai with the information that
Varian was in the shuttle. Bonnard, excusing hinmself as he ducked past Kai to
deposit the power pack, went out again, heading towards Kai's sled.

"What is Bonnard doi ng?"

"Checking all the power packs. |nconsistencies have devel oped.”

"I'n the power packs? W have been running through themat a terrific
rate. |s that why?"

"Probably. Varian's waiting."

It did not occur to Kai until he was stepping into the shuttle that it
was very odd for Lunzie to concern herself with nechanical trivialities.
Trizein was at the main view screen, so rapt in his contenplation of frames on
browsi ng herbivores that he was unaware of Kai's entrance.

"Kai ?" Varian poked her head around the open access to the pilot's
conpartnent. She beckoned hi murgently.

Kai indicated Trizein, silently gesturing whether he should rouse the
man. Varian shook her head and notioned himurgently to cone.

"What's this all about, Varian?" he said when he had waved the | ock
cl osed behind him

"The heavy-worl ders have reverted. They took their rest day in fun and
ganes with herbivores and a fang-face. The herbivores they evidently sported

with before they killed . . . and ate them"
Kai's stomach churned in revul sion to her quick words.
"Gaber's runmour was well spread before he spoke to you, Kai. And the

heavy-worl ders believe him O they want to. Those supplies we've been
m ssing, the hours of use I couldn't account for on the big sled, the odd
power pack, medical supplies. W're lucky if it isn't mutiny."

"Go back to the beginning, Varian." said Kai, sitting heavily in the
pilot's chair. He didn't contradict her premise but he did want to see
exactly what facts contributed to her startling conclusions.

Varian told himof the nmorning' s hideous discovery, of her conversation
with Lunzie and then Trizein's revel ation about the planted Earth di nosaurs.
She wound up by saying that the heavy-worlders, while not outright
uncooperative or insubordinate, had subtly altered in their attitude towards
her. Had he noticed anythi ng?

Kai nodded as she finished her sunmation and, |eaning across the board,
flipped open the comunications unit.

"I's that why Bonnard was renpvi ng power packs?"

"Yes."

"Then you think that a confrontation is inmmnent?"

"I think if we don't hear from EV tonorrow when you contact the Thek

something will happen. | think our grace period ended | ast rest day."

Kai regarded her for a long monent. "You've worked with them | onger
than | have. What do you think the heavy-worl ders would do?"

"Take over." She spoke quietly but with calmresignation." They are

basically better equipped to survive here. W couldn't live off the
the land's bounty."



"That's the extrene view. But, if they have believed Gaber and think
we' ve been planted, couldn't their reversion be a way of preparing thensel ves
to be pl anted?"

"I"d credit that, Kai, if | hadn't seen what ganes they played | ast rest
day. That frightens the life out of me, frankly. They deliberately .

no, hear me out. |It's revolting, | know, but it gives you a better idea of
what we'd be up against if we can't stop them They killed . . . killed
with crude weapons . . . five herbivores. Bonnard and |I saw anot her

wounded beast, a fang-face, Tyrannosaurus rex, with a tree-size spear stuck in
his ribs. Now that creature once ruled old Earth. Nothing could stop him A
heavy-worl der did. For fun!" She took a deep breath. "Furthernore, by
establ i shing these secondary canps we have given them additional bases.
"Where are the heavy-worlders right now?"

"Bakkun's on his way back here, presumably. He'd a lift belt.
Paskutti and Tardma . "

They both heard Lunzie shouting Kai's name. It took them a bare second
to realize that Lunzie never shouted unless it was an energency. They heard
the thud and stanp of heavy boots echoing in the outside conpartnment.

Varian pressed the | ock mechanismon the iris just as they heard a heavy
hand sl ap agai nst the outside panel. Kai tapped out a quick sentence on the
conmmunit, slapped it into send and cut the power. As he was doing this,
Varian pulled the thin, alnost undetectable switch that deactivated the main
power supply of the ship. An inperceptible blink told themthat the ship had
switched to auxiliary power, a pack that had strength enough to continue the
[ighting and m nor power drains for several hours.

"I'f you do not open that lock instantly, we will blast," said the hard
unenoti onal voice of Paskutti.

"Don't!" Varian managed to get sufficient fear and anxiety in her voice
even as she wi nked, grinmaced and shrugged her inpotence to Kai

He nodded acceptance of her decision. It did no one any good for both
| eaders to be fried alive in the small pilot conpartnment. He never questioned
Paskutti's intention was real. He only hoped that none of the heavy-worlders

had noticed the infinitesinmal drop in power as Varian had sw tched from one
supply to the other. He and Varian were the only ones to know the fail-safe
device that had rendered the shuttle inoperative. Paskutti didn't enter the
small cabin as the iris opened. After a nonent's contenptuous scrutiny of the
two | eaders, he reached in, grabbed Varian by the front of her ship suit and
lifted her out bodily. He let her go, with a negligent force that sent her
staggering to crash agai nst a bul khead. He gave a bark of |laughter at the cry
she quickly suppressed. As she slowy stood upright, her eyes were flashing
wi th suppressed anger. Her left armhung at her side.

Kai started to energe to avoid a simlar humliating display of the
heavy-wor| ders" contenpt for other breeds. But Tardma had been waiting her
turn. She grabbed his left wist and twisted it behind his back with such
force that he felt the wist bones splinter. How he managed to keep on his
feet and conscious, he didn't know His abrupt collision with the wall
stunned himslightly. A hand supported himunder the right arm Beyond him a
girl was sobbing in hopel essness.

Determ nedly, Kai shook his head, clearing his mind and initiated the
ment al discipline that would bl ock the pain. He breathed deeply, fromhis
guts, forcing down the hatred, the inpotence, all irrational and enotionally
cl oudi ng reacti ons.

The hand that had held himup released him He was aware that it had
been Lunzie, beside him Her face was white and set, staring straight beyond.
Fromthe rate of her respiration, he knew she was practicing the sane psychic
controls. Beyond her, it was Terilla who was weeping in fear and shock

Kai rapidly gl anced about the conpartment. Varian was on her feet,
struggling to contain a defiance and fury that could only exacerbate their
situation. Trizein was next to her, blinking and | ooki ng about in confusion
as he struggled to absorb this occurrence. deidi and Gaber were



unceremoni ously herded into the shuttle, the cartographer babbling
i ncoherently about this not being the way he had expected matters to proceed,
and how dared they treat himw th such disrespect.

"Tanegli? Do you have then?" asked Paskutti into his wist comunit.
The answer was evidently affirmative for the man nodded at Tardna

Tanegli? Wom woul d the heavy-worl d botani st have -- Portegin, Aulia,
D menon and Margit? As his broken wist became a nunb appendage, Kai's m nd
became sharper, his perceptions clearer. He felt the beginning of that
curious floating sensation that meant mind dom nated body. The effect could
| ast up to several hours, depending on how nmuch he drew agai nst the reservoir
of strength. He hoped he had enough tine. |If all the heavy-worlders were
assenbling here, then Berru would arrive with Triv. Wen had Bakkun gone
then? O had he assisted Tanegli ?

"None of the sleds have power packs," said Divisti, standing in the
lock. "And that boy is missing."

Kai and Varian exchanged fl eeting gl ances.

"How di d he elude you?" Paskutti was surprised.

Di visti shrugged. "Confusion. Thought he'd cling to the others."

So they considered the boy, Bonnard, no threat. Kai |ooked at deiti,
hopi ng she didn't know where Bonnard had gone, hoping the know edge wasn't
clear in her naive face. But her nouth was closed in a firm defiant |ine.
Her eyes, too, showed suppressed anger; hatred every time she | ooked towards
t he heavy-worl ders, and disgust for Gaber bl ubbering beside her.

Terilla had stopped crying but Kai could see the trenors shaki ng her
frail body. A child who preferred plants would find this violence difficult
to endure and until Lunzie had achi eved her control, she couldn't spare the
girl any assistance.

"Start dismantling the lab, Divisti, Tardma."

The two woren nodded and noved to the lab. As they crossed the
threshol d, Trizean came out of his confusion

"Wait a minute. You can't go in there. |'ve experinments and anal yses
in progress. Divisti, don't touch that fractional equipnent. Have you taken
| eave of your senses?"

"You'll take | eave of yours," said Tardna, pausing at the doorway as the
chem st strode towards her. Wth a cool snile of pleasure, she struck himin
the face with a blow that lifted the man off his feet and sent himrolling
down the hard deck to lie notionless at Lunzie's feet.

"Too hard, Tardma," said Paskutti. "I1'd thought to take him He'd be
nmore useful than any of the other |ight weights.”

Tardma shrugged. "Wy bother with himanyway? Tanegli knows as nuch as
he does." She went into the lab with an insolent swing of her hips and

shortly energed with Divisti, each carrying as nuch equi pnent as they could
with a total disregard for its fragility. Heavy-worlder contenpt for |ight
wei ghts evidently extended to their instrunmentation. An acrid odour of
spilled preservatives and solvents overlaid the air.

Wth ears now ultra-sensitive, Kai heard the |andi ng whine of a sled.
Fromthe west. Tanegli had returned. He heard voices. Bakkun was with
Tanegli. Shortly the other Iight weight geologists were led into the shuttle,
Portegin, his head bl oody, half-carrying a groggy Di nenon. Aulia and Margit
were shoved forward by Bakkun. Triv all but measured his length on the deck
forcefully propelled by Berru who entered behind him a half-smle of contenpt
on her face.

Triv reeled to Kai's side, shielding hinmself fromthe heavy-worlders by
his |l eader's body. Berru ought not to have been so derisive for Triv now
began the breathing exercises that led to the useful Discipline that Kai
Lunzi e and Varian were practicing. That made four Kai didn't think either
Aulia or Margit had qualified in their training. He knew Portegin and D nenon
were not Disciples. Four wasn't enough to overpower the six heavy-worl ders.
Wth luck, though, they might still swing the grimbal ance back towards hope
for the light weights. Kai had no illusions about their situation # the



heavy-worl ders had mutinied and intended to strip the canp of anything useful
| eaving the ship-bred and |light weights to fend for thensel ves, unequi pped and
unprotected on a hostile, dangerous world.

"Al'l right, Bakkun," said Paskutti, "you and Berru go after our allies.
W want to make this look right. That communit was still warm when | got
here. They nmust have got a message through to the Theks." He turned bl and

eyes on Kai, raising his eyebrows slightly to see if his guess was accurate.
Kai returned the gaze calmy. The heavy-worlder had surprised no
telltale expression fromhim Paskutti shrugged.

"Tanegli, get the rest of the stores!”
Tanegli was back a second later. "There aren't any power packs left,
Paskutti. | thought you said there were."

"So there aren't. W' ve enough in the sleds and the Iift-belts for sone
time. Start |oading."

Tanegli went back into the storehold and, after a noisy few nonments,
energed, staggering under a plasack full of jumbled supplies.

"That clears the storehold, Paskutti." Tanegli glanced around the
staring faces of the captives and, |aughing uproariously at sone private joke,
left.

"No protests, Leader Kai? Leader Varian?" Paskutti's tone and smle
were taunting.

"Protests wouldn't do any good, would they?" said Varian. She spoke so
calmy that Paskutti frowned as he regarded her. The linmp arm had obviously
been broken by his mshandling of her, but there was no sign of pain or anger
in her voice, nmerely an amused detachnent.

"No, protests wouldn't, Leader Varian. we've had enough of you I|ight
wei ghts ordering us about, tolerating us because we're useful.” He used a
sneering tone. "Were would we have fit in your plantation? As beasts of
burden? Muiscles to be ordered here there and everywhere, and subdued by pap?"
He nade a cutting gesture with one huge hand.

And then, before any one realized what he intended, he swooped on
Terilla, grabbed a handful of the child s hair and yanked her off her feet,
letting her dangle at the end of his hand. At Terilla's single, terrified
scream Ceiti junped up, beating her fists against Paskutti's thick muscul ar
t hi gh, kicking at his shins. Amused and surprised by such defiance, Paskutti
gl anced down at Cleiti. Then he raised his fist and | anded a casual bl ow on
the top of deiti's head. She sank, unconscious, to the deck

Gaber erupted and dashed at Paskutti who held the cartographer off with
his other hand, all the while dangling Terilla by her hair, the girl's eyes
stretched to slits by the tautness of his grasp.

"Tell me, Leader Varian, Leader Kai did you send a nmessage to the Theks?
One second's delay and I'lIl break her back across ny knee."

"W sent a nmessage," replied Kai pronptly. "Mitiny. Heavy-worlders."

"Did you ask for help fromour estimable supervisors?" asked Paskutti,
giving Terilla a shake when he thought Kai deliberated too long in answering.

"Hel p? From Theks?" asked Varian, her eyes never |eaving the helplessly
swinging girl. "It would take them several days to ponder the nessage. By
then, your . . . operation will be all over, won't it? No, we nerely
reported a condition."

"Only to the Theks?"

Now Kai saw what Paskutti needed to know. whether or not a nessage had
al so been beamed up to the satellite. If so, he would have to alter his
"operation" in accordance.

"Only to the Theks," said Kai, the mnd-doninated part of his enotions
wanting to add "now rel ease the girl".

"You know what you need to know," screaned Gaber, still attenpting to
reach Paskutti and make himrelease Terilla." You'll kill the child. Release
her! Release her! You told ne there'd be no violence. No one hurt! You've
killed Trizein, and if you don't let go of that child . . ."

Paskutti casually swatted Gaber into silence, the cartographer hit the



deck with a terrible thud and rolled to one side. Terilla was dropped in a
heap by Ceiti. Kai couldn't tell if the girl had been killed by the
m shandl i ng. He glanced surreptitiously at Lunzie who was staring at the
girls. Sonme relaxation about the wonman's eyes reassured him the girls were
alive.

Beside him Triv had conpleted the prelimnaries to Discipline. Now he,
too, would wait until his strength could be of use. The hardest part was the
waiting until such time as this controlled inner strength would be channell ed

into escape. Kai breathed low in the diaphragm wlling hinself to the
pati ence required to endure this hideous display of brute strength and
cruelty.

D menon was rousing but, although he nmoaned in pain, Lunzie did not
attend him Margit, Aulia and Portegin kept their eyes front, trying not to
focus on scenes they could neither stop nor change.

Tanegli came storming up the ranp to the shuttle, his face contorted
with anger, a man controlled by his enotions, no | onger the cal mrational
bot ani st, interested in grow ng things.

"There isn't a power pack in any of the sleds," he told Paskutti but he
strode right up to Varian, grabbing her by both arms and shaking her. Kai
willed her to feign unconsciousness. Such handling mght inpair any chance of
t hat broken shoul der healing properly.

"Where did you hide them you tight-assed bitch?" he cried.

"Watch your strength, Tanegli. Don't break her neck yet?" said
Paskutti, stepping forward in his urgency to arrest the angry nan.

Tanegli visibly pulled back sone force of the bl ow he had | evelled at
Varian. Neverthel ess, her head rolled sharply backwards but as she righted
hersel f, her eyes were still open. The marks of Tanegli's fingers were vivid
weal s on her cheek.

"Where did you hide the power packs?"

"She's broken her left shoulder. Use that as goad," said Paskutti.

"Not too much . . . just enough. Can't have her passing out w th pain.
These |ight weights can't take nuch."

"Where? Varian, where?" Tanegli acconpanied each word with a twist to
her left arm

Varian cried out. To Kai's ears, the echo was false since, in the
throes of Discipline, Varian wouldn't feel pain right now

"I didn't hide them Bonnard did."

Margit and Aulia gasped at this craven betrayal of the boy.

"Go get him Tanegli. Find out where those power packs are or we'll be
backi ng the supplies out of here. Bakkun and Berru will have started the
drive. Nothing can stop it once it starts." Paskutti twitched with a sense

of urgency now. " She'd know where he is. Tell ne, where? Varian?"

Varian suddenly hung linp in Tanegli's grip. He let her drop to the
deck with a disgusted oath and strode to the open lock. Kai heard three nore
steps before the nan stopped, shouting for Bonnard to come. Then Tanegl
called for Divisti and Tardma to hel p himsearch for the boy.

Paskutti | ooked down at Varian's crunpled figure. Kai hoped that the
man didn't suspect that she was only pretending. An expression close to the
snarl of a fang-face crossed the heavy-worlder's face, but he was
expressi onl ess again when he turned to Kai

"March!" Paskutti gestured perenptorily to the |lock. He notioned to
Lunzie and the others to move; with flicks of his forefinger he indicated that
each was to carry one of the unconscious ones. "Into the main done, all of
you!" he ordered.

As they crossed the conpound, Dandy was |ying dead in his pen, back
broken. Kai was glad neither Cleiti nor Terilla would see their pet. The
ground was littered with scattered tapes, charts, exposed records and
splintered discs. |Inadvertently he trod on one of Terilla's careful draw ngs
of a plant. Forcing deep breaths from his di aphragm he controlled the fury
he felt at such wanton destruction



The main done had been stripped of everything useful. The unconsci ous
were laid on the floor the others notioned to stand by the farthest arc from
the iris |ock.

Qut si de, the search for Bonnard continued. Paskutti was now gl anci ng
first at his wist chrono and then at the plains beyond the force-screen

Kai ' s hei ght ened hearing caught the faint sound of his nane. Carefully
he turned his head and saw Lunzie staring at him saw her inperceptibly
i ndicate that he was to | ook outside. By shifting slightly he could see out,
could see two dots in the sky, the black line beneath, a tossing black line, a
nmovi ng bl ack Iine and then he knew what the heavy-worlders had planned to do.

The force-screen was strong enough to keep out ordinary dangers but not
the massed attack of stanpeded creatures. The canp's advantage of hei ght
above the plain and forest would be cancelled. The heavy-worlders were
herdi ng the animals right up where they wanted themto do their damage.

The Theks, receiving Kai's message, nmight react toit . . . in a few
days" time. They nmight, if the thinking spirit nmoved them send one of the
younger Theks to investigate. But Kai doubted it. The Theks would rightly
consi der that any intervention of theirs would arrive too late to affect the
out come of the mutiny.

The light weights would have to effect their own salvation. The
heavy-wor | ders woul d have to | eave the conpound soon, Wuld it be soon enough?
And how woul d they | eave their scorned captives? Could Bonnard stay out of
their grasp?

Paskutti's fingers twitched. He glanced, al nost apprehensively at the
wrist chrono, squinted at the oncom ng bl ack |ine.

"Tanegli? Haven't you found that boy?" Paskutti's bell ow deafened ears
made sensitive by the Discipline.

"He's hidden. W cant find him or the power packs?" Tanegli was
raging with frustration.

"Come back, then. W're wasting tinme." Paskutti was not at all pleased
with this unexpected check to his plans. The |ook he turned on the Iinp
figure of Varian was om nous. "How did she know?" he asked Kai. "Bakkun

t hought somet hi ng was up when she used such a trivial excuse to bring you back
early."

"She found the place where you spent rest day. And the wounded
fang-face you couldn't kill." Kai's instinct was to continue to protect
Bonnard as long as he could frompossible retaliation. |If they all died, the
boy couldn't last on his own on Ireta. He'd have to seek what refuge the
heavy-worl ders would offer him

"Bonnard! | told Bakkun he took a risk letting the boy see the arena."
Paskutti's face reflected many enotions now, contenpt, supercilious disdain,
satisfaction in past performances. Hi s upper lip drew back fromhis teeth in

a travesty of a smle." You wouldn't have appreciated our rest day. No
matter," Paskutti glanced down the valley. "The rehearsal has paid dividends
for us!"
The sun in its brief evening appearance, lighting the plain so that Kai

di scerned t he bobbi ng bodi es of the herbivores inexorably noving toward the
encanprent. The ot her heavy-worl ders now congregated about the lock, their
faces for once flushed with exertion and shiny with sweat.

"He's gone to earth,” said Tanegli in a savage tone, glaring at Kai
"And all the power packs."

"We've no nore tinme to | ook. Move the sleds out of the direct |ine of
the stampede. Be quick about it. Do you all have lift-belts? Good. Then
keep up and out of trouble until the stanpede has passed.™

"What about the shuttle?"

"It should be all right," said Paskutti, glancing at the vessel perched
above the encanpment on its | edge. "Mve!"

The others did, in great |eaping strides towards the sled park

Paskutti stood in the iris opening, hands on his belt, glancing with
unconceal ed pl easure at the docile captives. Kai knew that the nonment of



ulti mate danger was now Wyuld Paskutti seal theminto the dome, conscious
and cruelly aware of their fate? O would he stun thenf?

H s essentially cruel nature won.

"I leave you now, to your fitting end. Tranpled by creatures, stupid,
foolish vegetarians |ike yourselves. The only one of you strong enough to
stand up to us a nmere boy."

He closed the iris lock and the thud of his fist against the plaswall
told Kai that he had shattered the controls.

Vari an, suddenly nobile, was peering over the bottomof the far w ndow,
her | eft arm dangling usel essly.

"Varian." said Lunzie, doing something to the still body of Trizein.
The man groaned suddenly, shocked back to consci ousness. Lunzie noved to
Terilla and Cleiti, nodding to herself as she admi nistered restorative sprays.

"He's at the veil," reported Varian in a |ow voice. "He's opened it.
He's left it open. | can see two others sky-borne. Bakkun and Berru
probably. W ought to have a few nonments when the herd tops the last rise
when they won't be able to see anything."

"Triv!" Kai gestured and the geol ogist followed himto the rear arc of
t he done, notioning the others to one side.

Kai's sensitized fingers felt the fine seamof the plastic skin. Triv
pl aced his fingertips further up the seam They both took the requisite deep
breaths, called out and ripped the tough fabric apart.

Lunzie had the two girls on their feet, staggering but conscious enough
to stand. She turned to help Trizein.

"\Where coul d Bonnard have gone to, Kai?" asked Varian in a tight voice
that betrayed an anxiety not even the Discipline could nask.

"Wel |l hidden enough to el ude the heavy-worlders. Safe enough from

what's comng. Now," and he turned to his conrades. "W cannot panic, but we
must wait until the exact noment when the sky-borne heavy-worl ders cannot see
us or they will nmerely stun us down. Margit, Aulia, Portegin, you' re all able
to run?" They nodded. "Lunzie, you'll take Terilla? 1s Gaber dead? Well
Aulia, you and Portegin help Ceiti. Triv will carry Trizein. |[I'Il help
D menon. Varian, can you manage?"

"As well as you. I'Ill back us up."

"I will," said Kai, shaking his head and | ooki ng at her hangi ng arm

"No, you've Dinmenon. 1'Ill manage." She glanced out the w ndow again.

It did not take sensitive hearing now to hear the approachi ng stanpede.
It did take stern control to remain calm

"There are four in the sky now," said Varian, "and the beasts have
reached the narrow part of the approach. Get ready."

Aulia stifled a cry of fear

"Everyone, breath deeply fromthe diaphragm" said Lunzie, "and when we
give you the word, to go, yell and run! Keep yelling. It stirs the
adrenalin."”

"I don't need any nore," said Margit in a tremul ous but defiant voice.

The t hunder was deafening, the very plastic shook under their feet.
Aulia was trenbling so noticeably, Kai wondered if she could stand the strain.

" NOW "

Their concerted yells would never reach the sky-borne heavy-worl ders.
Margit was right, there was no need of additional adrenalin. The sight of the
bobbi ng heads of the crested di nosaurs, bearing down on them was sufficient
to have lent wings to anyone. Dinenon, yelling at the top of his |ungs,
wrestled fromKai's support and outdi stanced others as he nmade for the
shuttle. Kai slowed his pace until Varian was abreast of him Then the two
| eaders matched strides in the wake of the others, across a compound
shuddering with the vibrations of the stanpede. They vaulted the first
terrace of the incline, nearly running down Lunzie as she angled Trizein into
the lock. Varian steadied the physician as Kai funbled for the | ock control
The first of the herbivores reached the force-screen

A hi gh-pitched scream pi erced through the overlying thunder and



bel | owi ng as the screen burned, flashed blue fire and broke, with a terrible
whi ni ng. The bodi es of herbivores flowed into the conpound, and then the mass
behi nd the forerunners surged up, over the fallen and onward. The iris closed
on that scene. Only the noise and vibration did not seemto dimnish inside
the shuttle, telling of the chaos, death and destruction outside.

As one now, Kai and Varian noved through the panting, shocked nenbers of
the expedition to the pilot cabin. Varian funbled for the hidden switch to
restore power to the shuttle. Kai started to sit at the consol e and st opped.

"Paskutti took no chances on another nmessage,” he told Varian, |ooking
at the wreckage of the board.

"\What about maneuvering?"

"That's still intact. He knew what circuits to break all right."

They felt the shuttle nove, heard sonething bangi ng dully against the
outer hull.

"They outdid thenselves with the stanpede," said Varian with an anmused
chuckl e. She heard the startled exclamations fromthe main conpartnent and
put her head around the frane.

"It'1l take more than herbivores to dent the shuttle ceramic. Don't
worry. But | would sit down." She slid into the other seat, noving her
usel ess armout of her way when it flopped agai nst the backrest. "As soon as

t he stampede has stopped, we'd better make our nove."

"Bonnar d?" asked Kai

"Bonnard!" Portegin echoed the nane in a glad cry in the main cabin.
"Bonnard! Kai, Varian. He got in!"

The | eaders saw the boy energing fromthe Iab, his ship suit dusty and
stained, his face drawmn with a sudden maturity.

"I thought this was the safest place after | saw Paskutti noving you
out. But | wasn't sure who had cone back in. AmIl glad it's you?"

Cleiti was enbracing her friend, weeping with relief. Terilla, bedded
down by Trizein, called his name over and over, not quite believing his
appearance. Bonnard gently put Ceiti's clinging hands to one side and wal ked
to the | eaders.

"They'll never find those power packs, Varian. Never! But | thought
you' d be killed when |I saw Paskutti | ock the dome. He smashed the control so
| didn't see how ! could get you out intime. So. . . | . . .  hid"

The boy burst into tears of shane.

"You did exactly as you should, Bonnard. Even to hiding!"

Anot her shift of the shuttle sent everyone rocking.

"It's going to fall," cried Aulia, hands over her ears.

"It could, but it won't crack," said Kai, feeling the same post-crisis
el ation that had made Varian chuckle. "Stay calm W' ve succeeded so far
W'l survive!™”

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Al t hough Kai's wist chrono showed that only twenty mnutes had el apsed from
t he nmonent they had reached the pilot's cabin, it had seened an age of
repeat ed shocks and jolts until all external noise ceased.

After a noment of silence, Kai opened the iris | ock enough to peer out.
And saw not hing but mottled coarse furred hide.

He stepped back, gesturing for Varian to | ook out.

"Buried alive in Hadrasaurs," she said, irrepressible. Her eyes were
very bright, her face lined with the strain of maintaining Discipline over the
agony of her crushed and broken shoulder. "Open wider. They're too big to
fall in."

Wth a wider view, they achieved only the vision of nore bodies,
dar kness beyond. Kai reluctantly decided that they'd have to send Bonnard,
who was agile and small enough, to assess the new position of the shuttle.
Bonnard was warned to keep a low profile in case the heavy-worl ders were



about .

"You mght remenber that it is now full dark," Lunzie said.” They don't
have good night vision. |If they are out there."

"Where el se would they be?" demanded Aulia, hysteria in her shaking
voice. "Goating! Delighted with thenselves. |[|'ve never |iked working with

heavy-worl ders. They always think they're abused and ni sused and they're
really not good for anything but heavy nuscle work."

"Ch, do be quiet, Aulia," said Lunzie. "Go on with you, Bonnard, see if
we have a clear passage for the shuttle. 1'Il be as glad to put a |ot of
di stance between nyself and the heavy-worl ders as anyone else in this
shuttle.” She handed hima night-mask and gave hima reassuring and approvi ng

grin.

"Portegin, would you check the control panel's circuitry?" asked Kai
"Varian, let Lunzie see to that arm now we've a spare nonent."

"If, after that, Lunzie gets a crack at your hand, Leader Kai."

"No "ifs" about it. | do you first, himnext," said Lunzie, reaching
for her belt pouch. "At least they left ne sonmething to work with."

"Why bot her patching any of us?" demanded Aulia, sinking to the deck
head in her arms. "W can't last long on this planet. Paskutti was right

about that. And they've got everything we need!"

"Not everything. They left us the synthesizer," said Varian with a
snort. “"couldn't take that, built into the shuttle as it is."

"There's no power to run it. You heard Tanegli."

"Bonnard hid the sleds" packs. They'll do for the synthesizer."

"That's only delaying the inevitable," cried Aulia. "W'IIl all die once
t he packs are drained. There's no way to recharge them™

"Kai got a message out to the Theks," said Varian, hoping to forestal
Aulia's inmnent hysterics.

"The Theks!" Aulia burst out laughing, a shrill, mrthless sound.
Portegin cane striding out of the pilot's cabin and sl apped her smartly across
the face.

"That's enough of that, you silly girl. You always do give up too
easily."”

"She has brought up a few harsh truths,"” said Margit in a weary voice
"Once the synthesizer is useless, we're as good as . "

"We can always sleep it," said Kai

"I didn't realize that this expedition had cryogenics," said Margit but
hope brightened her expression

"This may be a small expedition, but it has all the basics. O had,"
replied Kai who, finding the proper space between the bul kheads, pressed the
rel ease and showed themthe hidden recess with the cryogenic supplies.

"But if Portegin could fix the comunit, we wouldn't have to cold
sleep,"” said Aulia, her face also showing relief, "we could just beam EV?"

"No, and | might as well tell you right now, " said Portegin, his

expression grim "I can't fix that panel. Not w thout the spare parts which
t hey' ve renoved. "
"I knew it," said Aulia, beginning to weep in the silence that followed

Portegin's announcenent.

"You know nothing," said Portegin sharply, "so shut up."

"Sleep is what we all need, right now Regular sleep,"” said Lunzie,
sparing Kai significant gl ance.

Once Discipline had worn off, the four of themwould need a full day's
rest before they could recover fromthe necessary abuse of their systens.
Wth Aulia in such a state, and the others certain to react in one way or
another to the shock of their experiences, their escape fromthe
heavy-wor |l ders woul d be neaningless if Kai and Varian could not naintain
control.

"Sl eep?" demanded Margit. "Under what's up there?" She pointed to the
ceiling of the shuttle and shudder ed.

"Look at it this way, Margit," said D nenon, "we're beautifully secure.



Even heavy-worlders will have to sweat to clean that . . . how should

phrase it -- carrion? debris -- away."

"No, Dinenon. W're not staying here," said Kai. "Qur best escape is
best nade now, under cover of the dark, so that when the heavy-worl ders
return, as I'msure they will, they will presunme that the entire shuttle is
still here, buried under the stamnpede."

"The carrion eaters of Ireta work swiftly," Varian said, perspiration
beadi ng her face as Lunzie continued her repairs on the broken shoul der. "But

t hey' ve enough out there for days
Soneone ret ched.
"Which gives us a certain | eeway before they discover the shuttle is

gone. |If we nove tonight."
"Where do you suggest we nmove to?" asked Portegin in a dry tone.
"That's no problem" said Dinenon with a snort. "W've a whole bl oody
pl anet . "
"Not really,"” said Kai. "And they want this shuttle. They need it --

if only for the synthesizer and the main power unit. Once they've found it's
gone, they're going to look for it. And look hard. They' ve tracers on the
sl eds, and while they don't have the power packs," here he favoured Bonnard
with an admiring grin, "they're strong enough to dismantle the units and use
"emwhile they belt-lift. And find us."

"Not if we're well hidden," said Varian, enphasizing the "well"” in a
voice that held a ripple of amusenent. "No heavy-worlder would think of it.
And there'd be a ot of other life-formreadings to confuse them"

Kai regarded Varian, his mnd rushing through the possible |ocations,
unabl e to guess what she had thought of although Varian | ooked at himas if he
ought to know

"Qur rest day was a rehearsal, too, though we couldn't know it at the

tinme."

"The giffs?"

"Yes, that cave where | found the dead egg. It was enormnous inside, and
dry. Wy it was abandoned, | can't figure. But it should do us."

Kai wanted to grab her in his arms, kiss and hug her for that suggestion
but it was neither the tinme nor place.

"That's exactly the right place, Varian. W'd even register the sane as
the adult giffs. And the kids as juveniles! Varian, That's . . . That's .

"The best idea we've heard all day," said Lunzie, finishing when words
failed Kai. There was as nuch relief in her voice as in Kai's. Varian beaned
at the reception of her solution.

"Fine. We'Ill hole up there . and he ducked as Lunzi e swung at
himfor his pun, "get a good night's sleep and then do some heavy eval uation
| did, and don't forget this, ny friends, get that nessage off to the Theks
. " He held up his hand as Aulia opened her nmouth to renew her argunents to
aid fromthat source, "and as one of themis an old friend of nmy famly's on
the ARCT-10, | think I can prom se that the nessage will not be ignored."

Aulia may not have been convinced but Kai saw that others were wlling
to rest sone confidence in that fact.

"\Where has Bonnard got to?" asked Varian, shuddering as Lunzie finished
her mani pul ati on on her shoulder. "He ought to have been | ong back."

"I"ll go," said Triv and was out of the |l ock before either |eader could

prot est.
"Now, Leader Kai," said Lunzie, indicating it was his turn at her hands.
"Margit, would you break out sone peppers for us all?" said Kai
surrendering his broken wist to Lunzie and diverting his thoughts. "I don't

think they got what was in the locker in the pilot's conpartnent."”

"A pepper?" Margit noved with alacrity to the forward conpartnment,
Aulia right behind her. "That's the second best idea |'ve heard today. Pray
Krimthey didn't get the peppers! Ah, the |ocker's untouched! Leave off,
Aulia, pass themout to the others, first! " Her voice had turned hard.



"You know, this is the first tine |'ve ever seen Leaders required to use
Di scipline," said Dinmenon, cracking the seal on the can Aulia had handed hi m
She was drinking hers as she passed others the restoratives. "I'm aware that
a Leader has to have the Training to lead, but I'd never seen it worKking.
couldn't figure out what had got into you, Varian, when you |let them beat
admi ssi ons out of you."

"I had to play the coward," said Varian, taking a long swig at her
pepper. "Dead Disciples are no use to anyone. 1'd guessed that Bonnard woul d
be smart enough to hide. | do wish he'd get back now, though."

They all heard the noises at the lock. Kai slipped his half-sealed
wrist fromLunzie's grasp and noved quickly to the | ock, good hand poised in a
clenched fist. Portegin and D nenon joined him their bare hands cocked back

"I found him™" Triv said, poking his head through the half-opened iris.

"He'd been stacking all the power packs at the edge of . . . the dead
beasts. He's gone for the others now " He handed three power packs through
the lock to Portegin." He says the heavy-worlders have started a fire on the

ri dge beyond us. We'll be able to slide the shuttle to our left, up the hil
and they shouldn't see us. Dead and dying herbivores are hill high in the

compound. It's going to take some time before they realize neither we nor the
shuttle are buried here.”
"Good," said Kai and notioned Triv to return to help Bonnard. "W can

be gone without a trace left for themto follow or find, bless this ceranic
hul I, "

Once the resourceful boy and Triv had swung the power packs safely into
the shuttle, they dosed the I ock. Kai and Varian took Bonnard into the
pilot's conpartment where he could diagramthe shuttle's position and the
cl earest way up the hill

Paskutti's fist had wecked the outside view screens as well as the
conmuni cation unit so maneuvers would be blind. Not, Varian pointed out, that
they coul d have seen all that nmuch even with night-masks and they coul dn't,
under the circunstances, use the shuttle's exterior spotbeanms. Both Kai and
Varian could recall the co-ordinates for the inland sea w thout the tapes now
spread across the conpound's littered fl oor

Triv and Di nmenon synt hesi zed enough padding to cushion the wounded on
the bare plastic deck, and had set Margit and Aulia to clear up the worst of
the spillage in Trizein's |aboratory. He was unconsci ous again, the strain
havi ng been excessive for a man of his years. Lunzie thought he m ght have
suffered a heart seizure as a result of the brutal treatnent.

Manoeuvring on the bare m ni mum of power, Kai and Varian, each with one
good hand, eased the shuttle out fromunder its burden of Hadrasaur corpses,
up the hill and onto a course for the inland sea.

During the trip, Lunzie synthesized a hyper-saturated tonic to reduce
the effects of del ayed shock and nade certain every single person took their
dose, either as a drink or a spray. Wth Triv and D nenon's assi stance,
Portegin began to raid all unnecessary circuits to see if he could jury rig
even an out goi ng signal

When they reached the inland sea, Kai hovered the shuttle while Varian
the lock iris partly open, shouted verbal instructions to the terrace they had
happi | y occupied that rest day, it seemed so | ong ago. Wen the | ock was half
a netre above the terrace, Varian and Triv junped down. They would have to
gui de the shuttle into the cave, feeding Kai directions over their wi st
conmunits. Since the heavy-worlders were sure of their deaths in the donme, it
was unlikely any of themwould be listening in on their own units.

The nmouth of the cave was not | arge enough to accept the central bul ge
of the shuttle, but, by steadily pressing in against the rock, they forced a
way through, ignoring the score marks on the ceramc skin of the shuttle.

Varian, standing in the darkness of the terrace, couldn't understand why
the grating noise and vibrations hadn't aroused the entire popul ation of the
cliff but no crested head energed to investigate.

Triv lowered Varian down to the cave by belt line. Then, having secured



one end on a rocky spur on the terrace, he joined her. The shuttle was far
enough inside the cave not to be inmediately visible. But Triv and Varian
gat hered up nasses of dried vegetation and threw themin canoufl age over the
stern of the shuttle. Dinenon, Margit and Portegin came out to help,
spattering the top and sides with npoistened cave dung.

It didn't take long but everyone was relieved to be inside the shuttle,
with the iris closed behind them Then the others settled thenselves with
what confort they could find.

"You are going to rest, aren't you, Lunzie," asked Kai, hunkering down
by her side as she tended Tri zein.

She gave a snort. "I'll have no option as soon as Discipline rel eases.
But Trizein should be all right. [It's natural for his systemto seek repair
inrest. And there won't be anything to disturb him How re you?" she asked
bluntly, glancing at sealed wist and then nore intently at his eyes.

"I"'mstill under Discipline, but not for rmuch | onger."
She filled her spray gun. "I'll give everyone else slightly nore
sedation than necessary. That'll give us a chance for enough rest."

She noved about the cabin then, adninistering the spray.

Vari an tapped Kai on the shoul der

"We' ve acconmodation forward, Kai."

He gl anced round the recunbent fornms and then foll owed her, gratefully
| owering hinmself on the deck on the padding. Thin but thermal |ined sheets
had been fashi oned and ought, he thought, to suffice. The ship would keep the
interior tenmperature at a confortable |evel for sleepers. Lunzie and Triv
joined them and settled down, too.

"It could be worse, Kai," said the physician, as if she read his
t houghts as he stared down the bare cabin at the other sleepers. "W only
| ost Gaber and that fool asked for it with his tardy heroics.”

"Terilla and Cleiti?" asked Varian

"Were maul ed about, but no nmore. Worse for the psyche and the body.
One doesn't wish that sort of treatnment for anyone. " Lunzie grinaced

"I"'mmnore concerned about their reaction towards Kai and nyself when we
seened not to defend or protect them. "

Lunzie smled. "They understand that! | know Cleiti's parents are
Disciples and | suspect Terilla's nother is. What they can't understand is
t he heavy-worl ders" netanorphosis into brutal, cruel tenperanents." Lunzie
sighed. "All in all, I think we conmported ourselves rather well, considering

t he odds agai nst us and the unexpectedness of that mutiny."
Suddenly her body sagged and she sighed again, with relief.

"I"'moff," she said, funbling with shaking hands for the sedative gun
"Are you two ready for it?"

"Leave it," said Kai. "W can do ourselves."

Triv offered his armto the physician. "I'moff it, too, Lunzie." The

rel ease of Discipline was obvious in the grey that seeped into his conpl exi on
He was nearly asleep before Lunzie had fully adm nistered the drug. "I'lI
wake first," he nunbl ed, and his head dropped to one side.

Lunzi e snorted as she turned the spray on herself. "Not if | beat you
toit, my friend. That's the nmarvel of Discipline, or is it the bane, working
even when you don't want it to." She exhal ed raggedly and cl osed her eyes.
"you've done well, leaders! You can rest easy on that score. Never net a

pet . . . ter . . "

Vari an chuckled. "You m ght know Lunzie would | eave a conplinment
unspoken." She kept her voice | ow though not even a repeat stanpede woul d
have wakened the physician or the other sleepers. "Kai? WIIl Tor respond?"

"He's nore likely to than any ot her Thek."

"Waen?"

Di sci pline nust be |eaving her, Kai thought, hearing the anxiety in her
roughened voice. He took her good hand in his and carried it to his |ips.
She sm | ed, despite her worry, at the caress.

"I"'d say it will be a week before he could possibly arrive. | think we



can hold themtogether that |ong, don't you?"

"After today, yes, | think we can. But, Kai, they don't know we've no
contact with EV Thek help is grand but pretty poor consol ati on because it's
debat abl e. "

"I know. It is, however, contact.” He felt Discipline |eaving him
felt the massive fatigue, |like an intol erable weight, press down on his abused
body. Mihl ah, but he'd be alm ghty stiff when he woke.

"Are you rel eased, Kai? You look it."

He | aughed softly, noting the drain of colour fromher face. He lifted
t he spray gun.

"Wait." She raised herself on her good el bow and ki ssed himon the
lips, a gentle kiss but nonethel ess an accolade. | don't want to fall asleep
ki ssing you."

"I appreciate that consideration," he said. And gave her a quick
af fectionate kiss, pressing the spray against her arm and then his own. He
arranged his linbs and just had tine to curl his fingers about hers before
sl eep overtook him

CHAPTER TWELVE

Kai was not the only stiff one when they finally woke. And Lunzie had roused
before Triv, which put her in a good nbod. Trizein was inproving, she told
the | eaders as she handed them each beakers of a steaming nutritious broth.
Her own special recipe, she said, guaranteed to circul ate bl ood through abused
nmuscl es and restore tissue to nornal.

"You'll need to be linmber. W' ve got to have nore for the synthesizer
to masticate or I won't have enough of ny brewto revive the others.”

Kai sipped carefully of the hot liquid. Lunzie had not m srepresented
its effectiveness. As the warnth descended to his stomach, he coul d al nost
feel the | oosening of his stiff nmuscles. He did have to apply slight
Disciplinary controls to reduce the ache in his wist.

"How | ong did we sl eep?"

"I"d say we nade it around the chrono and hal f again?" Lunzie said,
glancing at her wist bracelet. | know we didn't sleep a nere twelve hours or
I'"ve lost nmy knack at pulling sedatives into a sprayer. Wich | haven't."

"How | ong before the others rouse?" asked Triv, who was now awake.

"I'd say we have another clear hour or so before the dead arise.™

"Alittle recon?" Triv asked the two | eaders.

"Just remenber," said Lunzie at her driest, "you've none of your
force-belts anynore. Don't fall."

Fromreflex action, Kai found hinself reaching for the stun | ocker door
and saw its open, enpty shel ves.

"Yes, indeed," said Varian with a wy laugh, "the cupboard is bare."

"And all we've got is bare hands . . ."

"One a piece," said Varian with a second | augh

"Remenber, you won't be able to use full Discipline today?" Lunzie
cautioned. "I trust the need will not arise.”

"I doubt it. The giffs aren't aggressive," said Varian, settling her
hand confortably agai nst her body before stepping through the iris. "Another
reason why this is a perfect hideaway."

A scant few minutes later, as they peered past the mouth of their
retreat, she revised her statenent.

"Well, there are a few drawbacks."” She squinted down at the waves
beati ng agai nst the foot of their twenty nmetre high cliff. To either side was
an expanse of sheer rock. The line Triv had secured fromthe terrace fl apped
in the light breeze. Looking up, Varian could see the giffs flying. "At
| east There's nothing but giffs airborne,"” she added with an exaggerated sigh
of relief.

"And not hing for the synthesizer either,'

said Kai, trying to recal



exactly what |ay beyond the terrace and the rock-shelf on which the giffs
dropped their catch

Triv had gone to the rear of the cavern and came back now, a sheaf of
dried grasses in each hand. "There's lots nore of this, dried, but they'l
provi de sone substance for the synthesizer."

"There's forest beyond the cliffs," said Varian, thoughtfully, frowning

as she concentrated. "Blast but we rely too much on tapes and not enough on
our own recall?"

"C non, don't fuss yourself, Varian. W'I|Il collect grasses at |east.
Triv, how are you at clinbing up ropes?”

"Il learn but | suspect it's the sort of thing Bonnard will do

extremely well,"” he said with a grin, testing the rope and then peering up its
| ength, his expression dubious.

Lunzi e was not pleased with the grasses. Fresh they'd have been perfect
but there was no telling how | ong they'd been |ying about the cavern
Couldn't they get sone fresh green -- even tree tops?

Tree tops were about all they could reach, Triv informed the |eaders
when he and the youngsters had returned fromtheir foraging. There was a
tantalizing view of fruiting trees beyond a narrow but inmpassabl e canyon which
separated the main cliffs fromthe forest beyond. At least fromthe terrace
| evel which was, at the noment, all they could reach

"The giffs watched us," Bonnard told Varian and Kai, "just like they did
that rest day. Just watched."

"And | watched the skies for anything else,"” said Terilla, a curiously
bitter note to her soft voice and an unsettling hardness to her face.

"Then?" Bonnard di sm ssed the heavy-worlders with a fine scorn
"They're still thinking we've all been smashed flat in the done!"

There was, the two | eaders noted with wy approval, a decided snugness
about Bonnard to which he was, in fact, entitled. He, alone, had nmanaged to
evade and di sconmode the heavy-worl ders, despite their physical superiority.

"Let us devoutly hope that they continue in that delusion for a few nore
days," said Kai. "Until Tor has a chance to arrive. Can you manage anot her
trip today?" he asked, eyeing the pile of fresh greens and estimating the
finished, synthesized result.

Triv's answer was to turn back to the rope and begin the ascent, the
ot hers queuing to foll ow him

"Morale's very good," Kai nurnured to Varian.

"Now " Varian's single bitter word rem nded Kai that norale was fickle.

To bol ster his own spirits he sought Portegin, working in Trizein's
| ooted | aboratory on a pile of matrix slabs and the damaged consol e pane
whi ch he had renoved fromthe piloting conpartnment.

"I don't knowif | can fix the comunit, even if | pirate every matrix
circuit we've got and do field links," the man said, running his fingers
t hrough his short hair. "They didn't |eave us so much as a sealing unit and
t hese connections are too fine to be done by hand."

"Could you rig a locator signal on the Thek?", or even the ARCT-10's
frequenci es?"

"Sure," and Portegin brightened to be able to give a positive response.

"Do so, then, preferably one the heavy-worlders can't tap."

They' ve got to have power first, nore power than they've got on their
wrist units,” said Portegin, grinning with a touch of nalice.

Kai moved on, checking futilely in the storage conpartnents in the hopes
t hat somet hi ng useful had been dropped by the heavy-worlders. He thanked
provi dence for the ceramic hull of the shuttle which would not show up on the
detectors the heavy-worl ders possessed. The ninor amobunts of metal in the
ship woul d easily be misread as ore in the cliffs. He tried again to renmenber
if he and Varian had done nuch tal king about the giffs in the hearing of any
of the heavy-worlders. And renmenbered the tapes! Fighting the frantic pul se
of fear, he also renmenbered the tangl ed, destroyed tape cannisters strewn
about the conpound and now buried beneath negatons of dead beasts.



Supercilious of the light weights as the nmutineers were, doubtless they had
chucked tapes registered by either hinself or Varian as being intrinsically
usel ess. Kai forced hinmself to believe that possibility.

Everyone was busy at sonething, he noted. Triv and the youngsters were
on the foraging party, Aulia was sweeping the main cabin with a broom nmade of
short stiff grasses, Dinmenon and Margit were hauling water up the cliff in an

all too small inprovised bucket.

"Try a piece," said Varian, offering hima brownish slab.” 1It's not
bad," she added as he broke off a corner and began to chewit.

"Dead grass?"

" Hmm "

"I'"ve eaten worse. Very dry, isn't it."

"Dry grass, but it's bearable. There'll be plenty of this junk, so
Lunzie is good enough to reassure us." Then her expression altered to one of
di staste. "Trouble is, it uses a lot of power, and water, which uses power,
too, to be purified."

Kai shrugged. Food they had to have, and water.

"W need at |east a week for Tor to reply."

Varian regarded himfor a |long nmonent. "Exactly what good will Tor's
appear ance do us?"

"The heavy-worlders" mutiny, or | should say their success, depends on
our silence. That's why they rigged our "deaths" so carefully, in case we

hadn't been planted. Wy they'd believe Gaber is beyond me, but . . ." Kai
shrugged. Then he grinned. "Heavy-worlders are big, but no one is bigger

than a Thek. And no one in the gal axy deliberately provokes Thek retaliation
Their concept of Discipline is atrifle. . . nore permanent . . . than

ours. Once we have Thek support, we can resunme out interrupted work."

Varian considered this reassurance and, for sone reason that irked Kai
did not appear as consol ed as she ought.

"Well, Lunzie estimates we've got four weeks of power at the current
rate of use."”

"That's good, but |I'm not happy about four weeks stuck in this cavern."

"I know what you mean."

Their refuge was twice as long as the shuttle craft's twenty-one netres,
and half again as wide, but it ended in a rather daunting rock fall which may
have been why the cave was abandoned by the giffs. There was not nuch space
for privacy, and they couldn't risk lighting the innernost section which would
have | essened t he cranping.

By the time the quick tropic night had darkened their refuge, Portegin
had succeeded in rigging a | ocator which he and Triv nounted in a crevice just
outside the cliff mouth. After a final |ook to be sure that the stern of the
shuttle was sufficiently canmoufl aged, Kai and Varian ordered everyone back
into the shuttle. By the sinple expedient of having Lunzie introduce a
sedative into the evening ration of water, everyone was soon too sleepy to
worry about confinenent or boredom

The next day Kai and Varian sent everyone but the conval escent Trizein
out to gather greenery. They estimated that they had this second day secure
fromany search by the heavy-worlders: possibly a third but they could take
no chances.

The third day, apart fromdraw ng water at dawn, was spent inside the
cave. Portegin and Triv contrived a screen of branches and grass which could
be used to secure a sentinel at the cave entrance, to warn of any sign of
either search fromthe heavy-worlders or, hopefully, the arrival of a Thek
capsule. The angle of vision fromthe screen was |imted but would have to
suf fice.

The fourth day passed uneventfully but by the fifth, everyone was
begi nning to show the effects of close quartering. The sixth day Lunzie
doctored the nmorni ng beverage so that everyone except herself, Triv and the
two | eaders were kept dozy. That meant that they had to nmaintain the watch
t hensel ves and draw the water at dawn and agai n at dusk.



By the end of the seventh day, Kai had to admit that Tor had not rushed
to their assistance.

"What is our alternative?" Triv asked calnly at the infornmal conference
the four Disciples held.

"There's cold sleep,” said Lunzie, |ooking rather relieved when Kai and
Vari an nodded.

"That's the sensible |ast resort,"'

said Triv, fiddling with a square of

grasses he'd been idly weaving. "The others're going to beconme nore and nore
di ssatisfied with seclusion in this cave. O course, once there aren't any
messages for EV, they'll be bound to investigate." Something in their manner

in their very silence alerted Triv and he glanced about him startled." EVis
com ng back for us?"

"Despite Gaber's gossip, There's no reason to suppose not?" said Kai
slowy. "Once EV strips the messages, they' |l cone rattling here. This
planet is so rich in all "

"Messages?" Triv caught Kai's inadvertent slip.

"Yes, messages," said Varian, a sour grimace on her face.

"How many?" The geol ogi st couldn't suppress his anxiety.

"The all-safe-down is the only one they've stripped.”

Triv absorbed that depressing admi ssion with no hint of his inner
reactions. "Then we'll have to sleep.” He frowned and asked, as an
afterthought, "Only the all safe? What happened? They woul dn't have pl anted
us, Kai, there isn't a |arge enough gene pool."

"That and the fact that we've the youngsters is what reassures us," said
Kai. "I feel that the EV is nuch too involved in that cosmic stormand the
Thek were of the same opinion."

"Ah, yes, 1'd forgot about that storm"” Triv's relief was visible.
"Then we sleep. No question of it! Doesn't matter if we're roused in a week
or a year."

"Good, then we'll sleep tonorrow, once the others have been told," said
Kai .

Lunzi e shook her head. "Wy tell then? Aulia'll go into hysterics,
Portegin will insist we try to rig an enmergency call, you'll get blasted for
wi th hol ding information about EV's silence . "

"They're half-way there now," said Varian, gesturing towards the
sleeping forms. "And we'll save ourselves sonme futile argunments.”

"And any chance of being found by the heavy-worlders?" said Triv, "unti
ei ther EV comes back for us, or the Thek arrive as reinforcenent. There's no
way the heavy-worlders could find a trace of us in cold-sleep. And there's a
real danger if we remmin awake."

Such a mmj or deci sion should be denocratically decided, Kai knew, in
spite of the fact that he and Varian as |eaders could arbitrarily act in the
best interests of the expedition. Lunzie's assessnent of reactions was valid.
Kai spread his arnms wi de accepting the inevitable. He'd given Tor a week
which, if the Thek had been going to respond, would have been nore than
adequate for the creature to make the journey fromthe other planet. |If Tor
hi nsel f had received the nmessage. It could have been taken by one of the
ot her two, who would not necessarily pass it to Tor or bother about
r espondi ng.

"I'"d rather neet those heavy-worlders again with a heal ed shoul der, "
remarked Varian. "I hope they waste all their remaining power trying to find
a trace of us."

Triv gave a nmirthless |augh and rose, |ooking expectantly at Lunzie.

"I"mnot unusually spiteful,"” said the physician, getting to her feet,
"but I'mof the same nmind."

Lunzi e prepared a preservative which she then admnistered to the
sleeping. Triv, Varian and Kai checked each one until their skins cool ed and
their respiration's slowed to the inperceptible. Kai toyed briefly with the
noti on of staying awake, of asking Varian to join himin the vigil unti
either Tor or EV arrived. But that would nean they'd have to stay outside as



the sl eep vapour would pernmeate the shuttle. He'd no wish to remain away from
his team and inadvertently to disclose their hideaway to the searching
heavy-worl ders. Soon the others were in the thrall of cold sleep

"You know," announced Varian in a startled tone of voice as she was
settling herself, "poor old Gaber was right. W are planted. At |east
temporarily!"

Lunzi e stared at her, then nade an unanused grimace." That's not the
confort I want to take with me into cold sleep."

"Does one dreamin cryogenic sleep, Lunzie?"

"l never have."

"Seens a waste of tinme not to do something."

Lunzi e handed round the potion she'd made for themto take in lieu of
t he spray.
"The whol e concept of cold sleep is to suspend the sense of subjective
she said. "You sleep, you wake."
"And centuries could pass," added Triv.
"You're less help than Varian is,” nmuttered Lunzie and drank her potion
arrangi ng hersel f.

"It won't be centuries," said Kai enphatically. "Not once EV has the
assays on the uranium™

"That is a confort,” said Triv and drank his dose.

Tacitly Kai and Varian waited until the other two had quietened into the
thrall of cold sleep

"Kai," Varian said softly, "it is ny fault. | had all the clues that
pointed to a possible mutiny . . ."

"Varian," he said gently and stopped her words of apology with a kiss,
"it was no one's fault, just a concatenation of forces. Content yourself that
we are alive, so are they. Gaber brought his own end with an essenti al
stupidity of tenmperanent. And we had best suspend subjective tinme for a
while."

"How | ong a while?"

He ki ssed her lightly again, smling a reassurance he tried hard to nake

time,

genuine. "EV will return for us. No matter how long it takes!" Not the nost
tactful remark to make. "Drink, Varian!" Raising his cup to her, he waited
until she followed suit and they drank together. "Nothing seenms quite so bad
when you' ve slept on it."

"I hope so. It's . . . jussss . "

Sil ence pervaded the shuttle. The mechanismthat rel eased a vapour to
reinforce the sl eep opened the proper valve. Al life-signs fell to an

undet ect abl e mi ni mum
Qut side golden furred flying creatures roused with the advent of another
gl oony, sultry Mesozoic norning.



